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    By Christopher G. Nuttall

  


  



  “Anyone who clings to the historically untrue and thoroughly immoral doctrine that violence never settles anything I would advise to conjure up 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 their freedoms.”


  -Robert A. Heinlein, Starship Troopers.


  



  


I’VE BEEN TOLD I’M the highest-selling military science fiction author in the UK.


  I don’t know if that’s actually true.  I’d like to believe it, of course, but is it true?  (Don’t tell me... I don’t want to know.). That said, I am outsold regularly by American military SF authors like David Weber and John Ringo, while a handful of authors who combine pulp and literary fiction (Heinlein is perhaps the most successful example) have achieved a degree of fame that leaves me in the dust.  I would like to think that people will still be discussing and praising my work twenty or so years after my death, but common sense tells me it’s unlikely.  Pulp writers - and military SF authors are almost always pulp writers - rarely achieve lasting fame.


  And yet, over the past thirty years, military SF has become more and more popular.  Who knows?  Maybe I will be cited by literary historians in 2100 after all.


  By its very nature, science fiction is a genre that draws in other genres and makes them its own.  There are SF books that are de facto detective novels, attracting readers who would never pick up a book by Conan Doyle or Ian Rankin; there are SF books that have elements of high fantasy as well as science fiction (Star Wars is a prime example of a blended mix of science fiction and fantasy tropes); there are SF books that are centred around romance, rather than adventures in deep space, or time travel and alternate history.  This tends to have interesting effects on realism, triggering debates between fans of ‘hard SF (realistic technology) and ‘soft SF (technology that might as well be magic).  Does murder still count as murder, Peter F. Hamilton asks in Pandora’s Star, if the murder victim can be restored to life?  And if she (or her clone, depending how you look at it) actually benefits from her own murder?


  Military SF blends tropes from science fiction (alien invasion, starships, faster-than-light travel) with tropes from military fiction.  On one hand, military SF, as I see it, is centred around fighting men and women, be they square-jawed heroes and heroines or massively-flawed individuals who nonetheless have to stand up and fight for the right.  And, on the other hand, military SF is focused on the impact of newer and better technology.  It may be many years before we can build and deploy reliable armoured combat suits, for example, but we have fiction that assesses their strengths, their weaknesses and possible tactics for taking advantage of them that future generations can use as a guide.  Heinlein talked about ACS troopers in Starship Troopers; Allan Cole and Chris Bunch deconstructed the concept in Sten.  Only time - and technological development - will tell us who was right.


  Military SF also allows a writer’s imagination to roam free.  Where military thriller writers like Eric L. Harry and DC Alden could write books about invasions of America and Europe (Alden, in particular, outlining a plan that no sane military would consider because of the number of elements that could go wrong), military SF  writers can consider the implications of different technologies and how they might reshape the nature of war.  Some authors predict that interstellar warfare will be impossible in the absence of any faster-that-light technology, others discuss the implications of everything from transfer points to FTL drives that can move ships from one star system to the next in a heartbeat.  It’s quite interesting to note how many military SF books owe their origins to past wars.  David Weber’s Honor Harrington draws much from the Napoleonic Wars, John Ringo’s Posleen books are based on the First World War, my own First Strike is based on the Russo-Japanese War.  The writer often has to work quite hard to devise a technological mix that allows the comparison to be made, but it can be quite rewarding.  A solid technological framework is one of the key elements of military SF.


  And many - many - authors, starting with HG Wells, consider the possibilities of alien contact ... and alien war.


  It is hard to say just what percentage of military SF books feature wars against alien races.  They tend to be tricky books to write, owing to the need to present alien characters as genuinely alien; indeed, many alien races are presented as being similar to a number of different human cultures, rather than truly alien.  But, in some ways, they present situations where all of humanity can unite against them (if, indeed, the human race of the book’s era is not already politically united).  Some books even suggest that the galaxy isn’t big enough for two races, let alone a hundred or more; they tend to focus on guilt-free extermination wars, waged against races so hostile - or so alien - that peaceful coexistence is impossible.  It’s hard to feel sorry for the Bugs of In Death Ground and The Shiva Option when they introduced themselves to humanity by luring a survey fleet into an unprovoked ambush, then launched an invasion of human space, and then started eating human captives.  (It is later discovered that they also domesticated several alien races as food animals.)  As one character notes:


  “The universe must be cleansed of these monsters!  We're dealing with an abomination beyond humanity's conception of evil.  By comparison, Hitler was a naughty boy, the [former alien enemy] mildly maladjusted!”


  There are many pulpy books that are little more than endless battles, with character development coming a distant second.  The best military SF books, however, are the ones focused on their characters, rather than the war itself.  Soldiers (and sailors, airmen and spacers) are people, men (and women now) who are under immense pressure in the midst of combat.  The realities of war are hard to grasp, no matter how much you study.  You will simply be unable to know, truly know, how you will react in a crisis until you are plunged into the fire.  Is the car driving towards your checkpoint at breakneck speed loaded with explosives?  Are you going to die if you let it get too close?  Or is it driven by an idiot who wants to win the Darwin Award?  Or is it a provocation?  Is someone hoping to trigger an incident that will be blown into atrocity with the gleeful help of the world’s media?


  Do you take the shot?


  Military SF is, in that sense, a mirror of the real world.  Many works focus on the realities of military life - and the effects, for better or worse, of decisions taken for political rather than military reasons.  Books written by military vets (a category that doesn’t include me) tend to divide politicians into good and bad categories and rarely, very rarely, showing reporters as anything other than slimy creeps who are de facto enemy agents.  (In fairness, very few modern reporters have anything like the experience necessary to understand the military context.)  The majority of military SF, as I noted, tends to centre on men and women in uniform, not on any wider context.  It also tends to eschew the complexity of political intrigue.  There is very little room for nuance on the battlefield.


  Why, then, is military SF so popular?


  I’ve been challenged to answer this question before and I’ve come up with several different answers.  One of them is that we like adventure, or at least the concept of adventure; we want to dream of a frontier in the same sense that British schoolboys once dreamed of patrolling the North-West Frontier (now the Pakistan-Afghanistan Border).  Our world is a small place now, but the final frontier is just waiting for us.  Another is that military SF represents a look into a very different set of worlds, with very different rules; we like imagining what will happen if - when - we have new toys to play with, new kinds of societies, friends and foes who are very different to us.  A third is that military SF is both a reminder that force can and will be used to settle an issue and a reassurance that, no matter how bad it gets, humanity will prevail against all-comers.  And a fourth is that the very best military SF is refreshingly free of the taint of political correctness.  Indeed, many books point out the flaws in fighting a politically-correct war.


  But the core reason, I think, lies in the simple fact that military science fiction is about heroes, about men and women putting their lives on the line for their people.  It does not matter if the hero is a staggeringly handsome man with muscles on his muscles or a drunkard who is drinking away the time until his early retirement, as long as he is a hero who answers the call to action when it comes.  We admire heroes.  We want to be heroes.


  And, most importantly of all, we want to believe they exist.


  



  CHRISTOPHER G. NUTTALL
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I. THE UNSUNG by Scott Bartlett

  
    A mysterious enemy seeks to make slaves of the last ‘real’ people. If Joe can’t put a stop to it, the human dream will die.
  


  
     Joe is nearing the end of a long deployment and looks forward to home leave so he can visit his daughter. Protecting digital people pays the bills, but Joe is one of the few who prefers to spend time with those made of flesh and blood. His last assignment takes him to Earth, humanity’s deserted homeworld, to learn why all contact has been lost with Sol’s Subverse – the digital utopia where most of humanity now live. First, he finds a pirate impersonating the corporal responsible for guarding the Subverse terminal. Then he visits Earth’s last settlement to find everyone dead...except the children, who have all been taken.
  


  
    
      


    


    II. INVASION by PP Corcoran
  


  
    
      Humanity, previously dependent on the K'Tai for its Redlazore, discover vast resources of the most valuable mineral in the galaxy on Agate. The planet Agate is, however, the human colony-world which lies perilously close to the K'Tai Imperium and the K'Tai resolve to put the upstart humans back in their place. The K'Tai soldiers of the infamous Black Legion invade Agate, opposed by a meagre, poorly-armed militia and a sprinkling of regular marines. In the midst of the whirlwind conflict is the Carter family: Dave a mid-level exec is working in downtown Gemini City, Sue his wife, a high school teacher and their teenage twins, Jodee and Chris are on a school trip to a Redlazore mine. The planet and those upon it are to be engulfed in the flames of war. However, the K'Tai, did not count on the Carters... and their secrets... secrets which will cost the K'Tai Imperium dearly and may just save their colony world.
    


    



    III. ARK ROYAL by Christopher G. Nuttall
  


  
    Seventy years ago, the interstellar supercarrier Ark Royal was the pride of the Royal Navy. But now, her weapons are outdated and her solid-state armor nothing more than a burden on her colossal hull. She floats in permanent orbit near Earth, a dumping ground for the officers and crew the Royal Navy wishes to keep out of the public eye. But when a deadly alien threat appears, the modern starships built by humanity are no match for the powerful alien weapons. Ark Royal and her mismatched crew must go on the offensive, buying time with their lives And yet, with a drunkard for a Captain, an over-ambitious first officer and a crew composed of reservists and the dregs of the service, do they have even the faintest hope of surviving ... 

    ... And returning to an Earth which may no longer be there?


    



    IV. THE VOID WAR by D.J. Holmes
  


  
    It’s the year 2465, 200 years since the stars were opened to humanity by the invention of the shift drive. So began the First Interstellar Expansion Era, catapulting humanity into a deadly race for the limited resources of navigable space. Now tensions between the human nations are threatening to boil over into open hostility. Into this maelstrom steps the exiled commander James Somerville of the Royal Space Navy. Banished from London to the survey ship HMS Drake he is about to make a discovery that may change his fortunes and throw Britain into a deadly war with its closest rival. 

    



    V. RECON: A War To The Knife  by Rick Partlow
  


  
    
Desperate to escape his mother's control, and against her wishes, Tyler, a pampered heir changes his identity to Randall Munroe, a product of the poverty-stricken Underground, and enlists in the Marines. There he flourishes, becoming a member of an elite Force Recon unit and striking deep behind enemy lines. When his platoon is assigned to take back the colony on Demeter from the Tahni, the mission falls apart, most of his comrades are killed and Munroe is wounded, separated from his unit and left for dead on an enemy occupied world. With no other choice, he organizes the civilian colonists into a resistance movement and begins fighting against the occupation with limited supplies and no support. As the situation becomes more and more desperate, what began as a high-tech, interstellar conflict will become a war to the knife…
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After the Galaxy Series, Book 1

  


  

    By Scott Bartlett
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      BEFORE ENGAGING THE man I’m pretty sure is impersonating Corporal Maynard, I flick on my night vision with a thought, scanning past him for other potential hostiles. On the horizon, the teeth of a broken city jaw at the sky.


      It’s hard to think of this planet as humanity’s birthplace. Now, it’s just another place to put a Subverse node. Come to think of it, I remember reading that the uploads here like the nostalgic vibe Earth gives off. Funny. The further we get from our origins, the more obsessed with them we become.


      I turn off night vision. There’s a German Shepherd lying next to the impostor—probable impostor—and it notices me first as I approach the crackling fire, followed by its owner. The dog glares directly into my eyes, a dominance display, but the man is staring at my birthmark. I learned to tell the difference pretty young.


      “Forget to wash your face?” he asks.


      That triggers a memory: a kid joking that my birthmark is my mother’s lifeblood, still spattered all over my face.


      Then: I’m straddling the kid, with no memory of how I got there, fists smacking against his head again and again. An instructor shouting, “Joe Pikeman, stop that this instant!” And I did, feeling glad she stopped me.


      As the dog growls deep and low through its steel-cage muzzle, I squat beside the fire and study my new friend on the opposite side. He’s made his camp on the leeward side of a sand dune, complete with a rock to sit on and a lopsided spit-roasting setup. The flames show his space-black Guardsman’s uniform is rumpled, and a gun belt lies a few inches from his left hand, the holstered laser pistol within easy reach.


      “I’m looking for Corporal Maynard,” I say. Somewhere out in the night, something yelps like it’s about to die.


      “That’s me.”


      “Is it?”


      “I got the face, don’t I?”


      “Do you have the ID?”


      He rummages inside his coat and produces an octagonal coin, which he flips over the fire. Catching it, I hold it steady for my datasphere. The coin turns emerald, and golden text appears above it: ID CONFIRMED.


      “You’re a Troubleshooter, then?” the man claiming to be Corporal Maynard says as he reaches forward to rotate the carcass of whatever he managed to trap out here. Looks like it might be a fox.


      “What else would I be? You had to notice my ship touching down.”


      He nods. “We see trouble, we shoot it. That’s the motto, ain’t it?”


      “Unofficially.”


      “But you’re only supposed to come here if we got problems with the Subverse.”


      Firelight glints off the ID coin, which I’m still weighing in my hand. “You do have problems.”


      “Not according to the terminal. I just checked it this morning, and it says everything’s fine.” He tilts his head sideways, though his eyes don’t leave mine.


      “Then either the terminal’s lying or you are. Guess which one I consider most likely?”


      My new friend doesn’t answer, and I glance to my left, switching on night vision again. A green gloom replaces the darkness, revealing the corrugated metal shack I know houses the terminal. “I could go check the terminal myself.”


      “Why don’t you?”


      “Because I’m not convinced you won’t shoot me in the back if I do.”


      “There’d be no advantage in that.”


      “Not if you’re really Corporal Maynard, no. But if you’re someone impersonating the corporal—a pirate, for example, who smells profit in interfering with a Troubleshooter’s business—that’s a different story.”


      “Ridiculous.”


      “Right now, it’s looking pretty likely,” I say, and extend my right thumb. “First, there’s my orders to come here and find out why all contact’s been lost with the Sol Subverse. Spacescrapers keep returning after a few laps around the sun, after failing to establish any connection.” I extend the pointer finger. “Second, you’retelling me everything’s peachy.” I look down at my hand, which now forms a gun-shape, then back up at the man wearing a Guardsman uniform. “That’s it, actually.”


      “How do you know the fake people inside the Subverse didn’t just decide to screw with us? Maybe they got bored of living forever. Took up playing pranks.”


      The wind picks up, then, shifting particles across the desert’s surface and drowning out my answering laugh. It’s funny, because I’m willing to give uploads about as little credit as this guy’s giving them. That said, I’m skeptical even theywould pull something like this—make it look like a main hub went dark just to screw with a couple Guardsmen.


      But I’m not waiting for ‘Corporal Maynard’ to come around to my point of view. I’m waiting for something else.


      As I glance toward the shack again, still smiling, my patience is rewarded.


      A metallic click comes from the German Shepherd’s muzzle, and it falls onto the sand. The fake Guardsman reaches out for his laser pistol, but my fingers are already wrapped around mine, and I’m unsnapping the strap.


      Trouble is, there’s no time to shoot them both.


      The dog lunges. I dive to its right, putting the beast between me and my friend, whose pistol tracks my progress. A laser shot crackles through the air, and the dog yelps, stumbling.


      Exiting my roll, I swing my weapon around as I regain my feet. The impostor’s still getting his feet under him, readjusting his aim as he does.


      My datasphere tells me where to position my pistol, indicating the spot in the air with a green funnel shape. I obey, arm jerking up to the sweet spot. The impostor rises to meet the neon-blue laser bolt with his face. His head snaps back and he crumples to the sand. At that moment, a thrill—call it satisfaction, adrenaline, dopamine—shoots through me. That’s how it always is. At first, anyway.


      A mass of fur and teeth collides with my right side, sending my pistol flying from my grasp and knocking me to the ground. I twist around as I fall, sliding my hands beneath the dog’s collar as my back hits the sand, just in time to prevent the German Shepherd from savaging my throat. The dog lunges against my grip, again and again, snarling. A thick string of drool dangles from its jaws, swinging wildly until it lands on my chest, connecting me to the dog’s maw. It takes all my might to hold back the beast. Fount, it’s strong.


      “Dice,” I grunt. “Dice, I need you.”


      A voice cuts through my thoughts: “You told me to stay aboard the ship.”


      “I’m revising that order. Get out here, now.”


      The teeth graze my throat, and I sweep my right leg inward, connecting with the dog’s hind leg. It yelps, confirming that the impostor’s laser bolt hit its haunch. I kick it again.


      This only seems to enrage the German Shepherd further, and it redoubles its effort to rip out my jugular.


      From my right comes the rapid patter of Dice approaching across the sand dunes, from the flat area where I parked the Ares. The dog gives a final, powerful thrust, and I lose my grip on its collar.


      Twisting right, I offer it my shoulder instead of my throat. Most of its teeth sink into my spidersilk armor, but somehow a couple of them find flesh—my collar must have gotten yanked to one side in the struggle. They rip through muscle, striking bone, and I grit my teeth against the electric pain radiating from the bite.


      Dice crashes into the German Shepherd, who takes a piece of my shoulder with it.


      The dog flips over and over across the sand, whining, but Dice executes a forward roll with programmed precision, rising to his feet, twin laser pistols snapping into his hands from their stowed position inside his forearms. The bot’s gunmetal plating gleams darkly in the firelight as he lines up his shot.


      “Don’t,” I say, staggering to my feet.


      Dice turns his long, inverted triangle of a face toward me, scarlet visual sensors eyeing me with what I’m sure is disbelief. The bot has no facial expressions to speak of, but it’s in the angle of his head. “What?”


      “Restrain it, and take it back to the Ares. Don’t kill it.”


      The German Shepherd has backed itself against the sand dune, where it’s crouched low, staring at Dice and barking, eyes wide. My blood drips scarlet from its snout.


      The bot stows his pistols back in their forearm hollows. “I’ll never understand fleshbag sentimentality.” With that, he launches himself toward the dog. The animal darts forward in an attempt to escape, but Dice’s trajectory was obviously calculated to take the likelihood of that into account. He scoops up the animal in an iron embrace, where it’s left to writhe and whine as the bot rises to his full height.


      Dice glances at the body of the man who tried to impersonate Corporal Maynard. “Funny how your sentimentality didn’t extend to him. Not that I’m complaining. The fewer fleshbags the better, if you ask me.”


      “Find something to tether the dog with. Put him in my cabin, make sure he can’t reach anything, then get back in your closet.”


      With Dice gone, I scoop up my pistol and holster it, taking a moment to study the body of the man who attempted to impersonate Maynard. I wonder where the real Maynard ended up. The answer’s almost certainly “dead,” but who knows. Maybe the pirates kept him alive, to try to ransom him off.


      Dice made it sound like killing the pirate was easy—and it was. The actual killing, anyway. Instinct and training took over, plus my datasphere, which is programmed to paint the targets Command would want me to neutralize. I’m not supposed to kill anyone my datasphere doesn’t paint as a target. It’s like having a superior always standing behind me, telling me who to shoot.


      “You’re a weapon,” Senior Chief Shimura used to say. “And we wield you. A sword can’t be held responsible for those it cuts down. Neither can you.”


      Until very recently, I bought into that.


      Shaking my head sharply, I cut off that line of thinking as quickly as it began. Istill buy into it, Fount damn it. I can’t afford another episode like the one I had on my way here.


      I ignore the dead pirate’s open-eyed stare and start turning out his pockets and stripping off his uniform, looking for anything that points to what he was doing here, or who he was working for.


      “Asshole got unlucky,” I mutter as I search. It just so happens the Troubleshooter he tried to trick is also the first person the brass thinks of when it comes to taking down pirates. I’m a little surprised he didn’t recognize me, actually. Most pirates would. I’m known in their circles as the Butcher. But maybe he did know me and just pretended not to.


      Finding nothing, I trudge toward the corrugated metal shack, shoulder sending jolts of pain down my arm and waves of fire through my chest. I leave it alone. Gotta let the Fount do its work.


      Inside the shack, I discover why the impostor was cooking outside: this place reeks of death. The question of Corporal Maynard’s whereabouts also resolves itself: he’s lying in his bunk against the back wall. What’s left of him, at least. It looks like the pirate let his German Shepherd rip the corporal apart. Starve an animal for long enough, and it’ll eat human readily enough.


      A blanket of flies shifts at my approach, but they don’t abandon the corporal for long. Their gluttony proves greater than any fear they have of me.


      Past the foot of the bed, around the corner and down a short hallway, I find the room that houses the terminal. It’s destroyed. The wrench used to do the deed lies on the dusty floor a few feet away from the shattered computer.


      Someone’s trying to stop me from looking into this Subverse’s problems, all right. The question is, why?
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      IT MAKES MY STOMACH roil, but I give Corporal Maynard a proper burial, out behind the shack that was his charge. At first, the desert sand drifts back into the hole I’m making, dumping one shovelful in for every two I take out. But deeper down, the ground gets clumpier, and easier to move. I need to make the hole deep anyway, to make sure the animals don’t get at what’s left of the corporal.


      My shoulder screams all the while, but I ignore it. Pain becomes a lot easier to live with once you get used to the idea of most injuries healing within hours. That’s thanks to the Fount—humanity’s greatest gift. And our greatest curse. A person’s Fount is made up of millions of nanobots that live inside the body, circulating through the bloodstream. It’s the processing platform that enables a person’s datasphere, and it lengthens lifespan by dismantling diseases as they appear, not to mention healing nonlethal injuries and cleaning up the gunk that would otherwise build up inside arteries.


      “I’m sorry,” I say to Maynard’s ravaged corpse, which has been lying nearby on a bed sheet as I worked. The Fount couldn’t save him. It can do a lot of things, but it can’t reignite the spark of life once it’s snuffed out.


      I never met the corporal in life, but it doesn’t matter. He was a fellow Guardsman, and he was just as alone. Just as unappreciated by the rest of the galaxy. A brother.


      Kneeling, I cut a square of cloth from his blood-stained sleeve. It’ll contain enough of his Fount for my ship’s computer to analyze, so that I can learn what Maynard knew. With the square of fabric tucked inside my pocket, I drag the bed sheet over to the hole and lower him in as gently as I can. Then I begin shoveling sand over the body.


      Pretty much every star system humanity ever colonized is now set up like this: a Guardsman like Corporal Maynard protects a terminal. The terminal—an upright computer with the circuitry built into its bulletproof base, whose keyboard you have to stand to use—holds the secret location of the server room for that system’s Subverse, accessible only to a Troubleshooter. Even the Guardsman who protects the terminal doesn’t know where the server room is.


      In the normal course of events, no one accesses the server room, ever. Its upkeep is the exclusive domain of maintenance bots who never leave it. But when there’s a problem, someone like me shows up, extracts the server room’s location from the terminal, and goes to troubleshoot the problem.


      Troubleshooters are the Galactic Guard’s special forces, given space-worthy ships called Broadswords and sent where they’re needed. Of course, actual technical knowledge amongst Troubleshooters is limited. My datasphere tells me how to fix any issue with the servers, providing it’s fixable at all.


      As for the Sol Subverse, I’ve already formed a theory of what happened to it. In my line of work, theories are useless unless they leave open some course of action, and so mine does:


      I think the impostor managed to hack the terminal and obtain the server room’s location. Probably, either he or his associates have already visited that location, which spells bad news for the hundreds of billions of people who live (or lived) in this Subverse. The ones who had copies in other star systems will live on there, but you can bet that most of the Sol Subverse’s population was single-iteration. Most uploads can’t afford to run multiple copies of themselves.


      Without the terminal, I have no way of finding the server room. Unless the impostor happened to tell Corporal Maynard its location before he died. If he did, then the information will be stored within the corporal’s Fount, and I’ll be able to access it by having my ship analyze it.


      The fact Maynard died in his bed suggests the impostor killed him first, then hacked the terminal, in which case Maynard’s Fount would have gone dormant too soon to absorb the information I need. But I don’t leave stones unturned, so I’ll analyze his Fount anyway.


      Walking back toward the Ares, my labor done, I try to ignore the nagging feeling that something has gone seriously wrong in the Andora Sector. For now, I’m assuming the impostor was a pirate. Other than the Five Families, few others would have the resources for such a sophisticated facial reconstruction job.


      But why bother with that in the first place? There’s only one answer I can think of: they did it in the off chance I was stupid enough to believe the impostor and leave without investigating further. That tells me they want to delay the Guard from finding out whatever they’re up to, for as long as they can.


      Which means it can’t be good.


      My ship’s outer airlock hatch opens at my mental command, and I step inside. “Outside biomatter detected,” the ship says.


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      The hatch closes.


      Inside, I carry the square of cloth to an enclosed scanner built into the opposite bulkhead. It also opens up with a thought, and I place the fabric onto the concave platform. The scanner closes, and I cross to Dice’s closet, willing it open while unzipping the torso of my suit.


      The bot folds out of the Repair and Recharge module, rising to his full height, and I shove the suit piece into his arms. “Fix the part the dog ripped. I want it done within the hour.”


      He takes it down to the mess without a word, where he’ll work on repairing the suit’s fibers at the table, which doubles as our work bench. I head for the center of the bridge, lowering myself into the command chair, favoring my shoulder as I find a comfortable position.


      “Begin report,” I say.


      “Commencing report,” the ship says.


      “I arrived at the terminal on Earth to find someone wearing Corporal Maynard’s uniform, as well as his face. The impostor attacked me, and with Cybernetic Partner D1C’s help I managed to neutralize both him and his guard dog. I found the real Corporal Maynard dead inside the Terminal Depot. The terminal is destroyed, but I’m in the process of analyzing the corporal’s Fount to determine whether the server room’s location was made known to him before his death. In the meantime, I plan to go to the Brinktown located on the other side of the planet. Whoever did this—right now, I’m guessing pirates—clearly has designs on this system. If they haven’t attacked the Brinktown yet, I suspect they will soon. End report.”


      “Concluding report,” the ship says. “Would you like to review it before transmission?”


      “Negative.” I lean back in the command seat and stare at the overhead, still favoring my shoulder. In spite of myself, I wonder whether my father ever visited this system. Cal Pikeman, was a Troubleshooter too, but there the resemblance ends.


      At least, as far as I can tell it does. I never actually met him. He took off before I was born, claiming he’d been called by the Shiva Knighthood to go to the galaxy’s Core on some ‘top-secret’ mission. They must have asked him pretty nicely, since he abandoned his pregnant wife and unborn son to do it.


      Of course, no one back on Calabar, in the Brinktown where I grew up, actually bought his story. Nobody can reach the center of the galaxy. It’s been barred for three hundred years, ever since the Fall, and if the knighthood ever even existed, it hasn’t given any signs of it in living memory. When I was a kid, I used to cling to the idea that my father was telling the truth...but I grew up pretty quick.


      He really did manage to vanish, though, wherever he went. No one in Brinktown ever heard from him again, not even after his wife died giving birth to me. Not even after his son managed to knock up a Sterling.


      That’s what separates me from my father: I can’t imagine ever abandoning my kid. Hell, making sure Harmony’s taken care of is what keeps me going out here.


      I allow myself a long breath. “Activate the crew.”


      All four crewmembers appear inside their respective circular stations. Each station consists of a broad, ivory railing that curves back on itself in an unbroken circle. Three pillars support each railing, connecting it to the deck. The railing itself does nothing; has no cybernetic capabilities. Instead, the interface each crewmember needs to perform their duties are projected onto the railing’s surface.


      As for the crewmembers themselves, each one wears a long face, barely concealing disappointment at being yanked out of the crew sim to perform duties in the real. They used to actually let their disappointment show through, but I put a quick stop to that, with a stern warning of demerits and limited sim privileges. They shaped up, afterward. Mostly. Now, they generally manage to school their faces to a blankness punctuated by dull eyes.


      “TOPO,” I say, turning to the Trajectory Operations Officer. “Set a suborbital course for the Brinktown on the other side of the planet.”


      “Aye, Captain,” he says, voice listless.


      Every Troubleshooter’s crew is pulled from the Subverse’s digital population. Specifically, from a never-ending war simulation that spans the entire galactic Subverse—one of many ‘recreational activities’ uploads have at their disposal. Called the Great Game, it’s one of the most popular ways for Subverse residents to pass the time, thanks to the large token payouts. And the highest scorers have a chance of getting assigned to a Troubleshooter’s crew in the real, where the pay’s even better.


      But taking home a lot of tokens isn’t the only draw. Plenty of players strive to get assigned to the real because their actions there will have actual consequences for the few flesh-and-blood humans left. The stakes are higher. Most uploads call those players “stake junkies.”


      But once they’re accepted into the Guard and trained into whatever role they’ll perform—after their minds are downloaded onto a Troubleshooter’s ship for a two-year service term—things change.


      They start to realize that real life isn’t much like a video game. That an actual soldier’s life is characterized by long periods of nothing broken up by fleeting bouts of frenzied action. When we fight, we generally win...if we fight. But raiders prefer to avoid confronting Guardsmen if they can, instead wielding terror like a cudgel to get what they want. They will attack civilian outposts, as long as there’s no Troubleshooter for light years around. And they’ve had rare moments of brazenness in recent decades, testing the chinks in the armor of a Guard that’s in decline. Mostly they’re cowards, though, preying on the weak.


      This is the sixth crew I’ve had the ‘pleasure’ of working with since graduating from Assessment and Selection and getting my own Broadsword-class starship. Every crew starts out the same way, deadly serious about their work. Performing every assigned task as efficiently as possible, so that they can do their part to protect the Subverse from pirates, Fallen, and any other villains who would dare endanger humanity’s digital home.


      But as their term wears on, this is how they get. Behind my back, in the enforced privacy of the crew sim, I’m sure they snicker and snort at the indignities of biological reality, like all uploads do. Marveling at how anyone could still live such a backward existence in today’s enlightened age.


      I could have had them deleted from my ship and replaced with a new crew, in the hopes the replacements would bring the energy and innovation every ship captain wants on his bridge. Replace enough crews, though, and the brass start to view you as a complainer, putting strain on an already overtaxed system. It doesn’t matter now, anyway. These crewmembers are almost finished their service term. I’m getting another crew when I get back to Calabar.


      “Let me know when we’ve arrived at the Brinktown,” I say, hoisting myself out of the command chair. I cross the deck toward my cabin, to check on the dog with a taste for human flesh.
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      A LOW GROWL GREETS me as I enter my cabin. The German Shepherd is tied to a desk leg, which is bolted to the deck. Dice left the animal with very little room to maneuver, which is good, since the cabin has little space to begin with.


      I sit on the side of my bunk, facing the dog, whose eyes are full of fire. Her right hind leg is lifted off the ground—that’s the haunch the laser bolt hit. My datasphere chooses that moment to inform me it’s a female. I guess Dice must have taken it upon himself to check and submit the information to the ship. He also went back to collect the steel-cage muzzle from the fireside. That’s good, too. I’d forgotten about it.


      The bot generally follows the most generous interpretation of any order I give him. Not out of goodwill, of course. It’s his programming to obey the full spirit of an order, not just the letter.


      I finger open the strap holding my laser pistol in its holster. The dog watches the movement, and she follows the weapon as I shift it to my lap.


      “I should kill you,” I say.


      Her head lowers, and her hackles rise. The growl deepens.


      “You ate my brother. My fellow Guardsman. I know that bastard impersonating him starved you and made you eat him. Doesn’t matter. You’re a maneater. Any decent person would put you down.”


      I line up the shot, right between her eyes, which never leave mine. Earlier, she cowered away from Dice, but right now she’s fearless. Unafraid to die, if she even understands that’s what a raised pistol means.


      For some reason, I think about my childhood. The boredom, the schoolyard fights. All the adults who had no problem telling a child to his face that he’d grow up to be no good.


      I lower the pistol, then return it to the holster and snap it in place. “I can’t kill you,” I say. “You remind me too much of myself.”


      When I reach forward to pet her, she lunges against her chain, her snarling reaching a crescendo.


      “All right, then.” I yank open the stowage underneath my bunk, stepping to the side to avoid backing into her. Removing the medkit, I shut the stowage, then open up the kit on the bunk, rooting through it till I find what I’m looking for: diazepam, which works to sedate dogs just as well as humans. There’s no way I’m administering it orally, so I fit a syringe with a needle and fill it with the dosage my datasphere recommends for sedating a dog of the German Shepherd’s weight. The datasphere can estimate that very accurately, just by eyeballing her.


      Next, the datasphere recommends the best way for restraining the animal to administer the injection. I watch a ghostly version of myself perform the motion a couple times, then I step forward, quickly pivoting around to the dog’s side as she thrashes and twists. Before she can maneuver to face me, I grab her front legs together, then her hind legs, heaving. She slides down my stomach to the deck, her legs out from under her, snarling and yelping all the while.


      I place my arms over her neck and body, pinning her, then I shift on top of her so my weight is keeping her pressed against the ground. Grabbing the loose skin behind her shoulder blade, I pinch it to form a pocket of flesh, then push the needle in. She’s not happy about this, and the snarls ramp up. So does the thrashing. But it’s over in a couple seconds. I withdraw the needle then leap away, with her jumping to her feet to try biting me through her muzzle.


      It takes a few minutes, but her temper gradually subsides, and then she slumps to the ground, breathing slow and relaxed. I crouch beside her, turning her over to expose the laser wound.


      It’s not too bad. I expect most of the bolt missed her, with the beam only focused on her haunch for a fraction of a second, with the rest going wild. The impostor was getting to his feet as he shot, after all.


      I go to the head on the lower deck with a two-liter container, ignoring the crew’s glances as I cross the bridge from my cabin. Returning with warm water, I use a bulb syringe to irrigate the wound, then cover it with a topical antibiotic. The medkit doesn’t have much of that—these days, the Fount takes care of what antibiotics used to. The only reason I have any antibiotics is to treat someone who’s chosen to eliminate their Fount from their bodies, or someone who never had any Fount in the first place.


      Once I’ve bandaged the wound, I go to the lower deck again, to the mess. I put some freeze-dried chicken strips in one bowl and water in another, and when I get back to the cabin, I take advantage of the dog’s sedated state to take off her muzzle so she can eat when she comes to. With that, I stretch out on my bunk and stare at the overhead.


      Twenty minutes or so later, my TOPO’s voice cuts through my wandering thoughts: “Captain, we’ve arrived.”


      “Have we landed?”


      “Affirmative.”


      “Good. Deactivate crew.”


      “Crew deactivated,” the ship says.


      When I emerge onto the blessedly empty bridge, the main screen shows a view of the outside. The screen is actually just a blank panel—what I’m seeing is a visual sensor’s feed, routed through my Fount and projected by my datasphere onto the bulkhead. It’s a neater way of doing things than having a disembodied window floating before my eyes.


      White blankets the Siberian Brinktown, buildings and streets, and as I draw closer to the screen I spot the first motionless lump. I try to come up with something for it to be other than a snow-covered human corpse, but at the moment I’m stuck for ideas. Then I spot the next lump, farther down the lane, and the next.


      Sighing, I walk to the supply locker near the airlock and fish out the charcoal helmet. I lower it onto my head, where my matching shipsuit self-seals with it. Then I activate the suit’s thermal coils, so that I’ll be nice and toasty by the time the airlock finishes cycling.


      Before I leave, I query the information the ship’s managed to extract from Corporal Maynard’s Fount. Nothing about the server room location yet. Damn it.


      The outer airlock hatch faces away from the Brinktown, and when I emerge, I’m treated to a blinding vista where the only break from all the white is a frozen pond bordered by a few skeletal trees. Wind buffets my helmet, and I’m glad to have it on.


      According to the historical records dredged up by my datasphere, this part of Earth used to be called Siberia. As good a name for a frozen waste as any, I guess.


      I trudge around the Ares toward the Brinktown, slabs of frost cracking and shifting underfoot, like tectonic plates in miniature. As a rule, Brinktowns are located in the harshest environments available on the galaxy’s brink. Anywhere Fallen are unlikely to survive. Savage alien predators are tolerable; freezing temperatures can be borne. But other humans who want what you have will find their way in eventually.


      Twin laser turrets swivel toward me as I near the town’s perimeter, each dislodging a tiny avalanche of snow. I already have my ID coin out, and I’m holding it up for them to scan. They return to their original positions, and I stuff the coin back into its slot on my shipsuit’s chest, breathing a little easier. My uniform’s made from dyed spider silk covered with hundreds of super-thin films designed to reflect the wavelengths used by laser weapons of known manufacture. The spider silk—specifically, bark spider silk, produced by genetically modified silkworms—makes it strong enough to stop kinetic weapons, and the reflective films will usually protect against laser shot. But there’s always the chance a laser weapon’s using a wavelength the designers didn’t anticipate, and anyway, I doubt my uniform would stand up for long against lasers as powerful as the ones mounted on those turrets.


      The Brinktown I’m from is on Calabar, a planet lousy with toothy aliens, making walls a must. Here, it seems just laser cannons are enough. The cannons don’t fire inward, though, and any Brinktown I’ve ever seen is vulnerable to attack from above. Everyone tends to assume their combat bots will save them if pirates ever land in the center of town, but bots only go so far against ship-mounted turrets and overwhelming numbers. If the pirates want to take over bad enough, they will.


      Case in point: nothing’s moving in this town. In several places, my boots break through the crust to sink through a foot-high drift, sometimes higher. No one’s cleared the ways between the squat, rounded buildings for several days.


      The first person I encounter lies sprawled in the street, as though taken down by gunfire. Sure enough, when I peel away a layer of frost, I find a woman whose nose has been obliterated by a laser bolt. There’s a little crimson mixed in with the snow I shifted away, but not much. Lasers create less of a blood spatter than kinetic weaponry, since they don’t carry material out of the body through the exit wound.


      Part of my datasphere goes black: its warning that someone’s drawn a bead on me from behind.


      I dive to the left an instant before a laser bolt burns a hole through the snow where I was standing.
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      HANDS OUTSTRETCHED to break my fall, they sink into a drift instead, and the datasphere flashes its concentric black circles again: right in front of my face.


      I roll away, again to the left, as a second shot crackles past, superheating the air near my head. As I flail through the powder, I catch a glimpse of the second-story window my assailant is shooting from.


      Pawing at my holster, I find it caked with snow. My datasphere flashes another black patch. I heave myself sideways once more, then I’m up and running for the nearest building on the shooter’s side of the road.


      In the alleys between the domed structures, the snow proves even deeper. Within a few steps I’m up to my groin, but I can’t afford to let it slow me down. I pause to fish my pistol from its snow-logged holster, then I wade through as quickly as I can, hugging the building for cover.


      The shooter’s in the next building over, and to my surprise, he doesn’t appear at any of the windows on this side. That means he’s scared or injured, possibly both. I breathe a little easier.


      Reaching the entrance, I try the handle. Locked. I dip into a thigh pouch for one of two small breaching charges, then I slap it near the door handle, arming it and backing through the snow a couple meters. With a mental command to my datasphere, the charge blows, destroying the locking mechanism and sending the door banging against a wall.


      Darkness fills the room inside, and I switch on night vision before entering, leading with my pistol.


      Room by room, I clear the first floor, keeping a close eye on the staircase as I pass by. After the first, all the rooms have windows, so I turn off night vision. This is a multi-family dwelling: shared kitchen, shared bathroom, and bedrooms stuffed full of mattresses. Someone was even lucky enough to have a bed frame.


      The common areas were kept relatively clean, it seems, but the bedrooms themselves feature the usual squalor. When I kick open the door to the final downstairs room, I’m hit with the rotting-eggs-and-farts smell of a corpse. A man reclines in an armchair squeezed between two beds, a laser pistol clutched in his lap and a neat hole through his chin.


      That’s one way to go. Better than mowed down in the streets by pirates, I guess. I will my helmet to activate odor filtration, and the air starts to smell better right away.


      A creak comes from somewhere behind me, and I whirl around, my mind’s eye conjuring up an image of a foot being lowered onto a stair.


      I edge into the hallway. The staircase is narrow, nestled between two walls, and when I pop around it with my weapon raised, there’s nothing there. I walk up it, making no effort to muffle my footsteps.


      At the top, I can go left or right, but the latter should take me toward the room where the shooter was. So I go right. The hall turns a corner up ahead, and a mirror hangs on the wall to the left, pointing down the next stretch of hallway.


      Pressing my back against the corner, I peer into the mirror—straight into the eyes of a kid wearing a bulky brown coat and clutching a laser rifle. His face goes even paler than it already was, and his lower jaw starts to tremble in this weird way. He can’t be more than eighteen. Eighteen-year-old me would have chewed him up and spit him out, of course, but not everyone can be eighteen-year-old Joe Pikeman.


      “Drop the rifle, kid.”


      He doesn’t. He raises it instead, pointing it toward the mirror.


      “Cut it out,” I say. “I’m packing a military-grade datasphere. There’s nothing you can do I won’t see coming.”


      He lowers the weapon to the floor, then gets back to his feet, stretching his hands out in front of him, away from his body. Smart kid. “You’re a Guardsman,” he says.


      Holstering my pistol, I nod. Then I round the corner and shove him back a couple steps, bending to pick up the laser rifle. He catches himself on a rickety-looking dresser, and I safety his weapon.


      Willing my helmet to unseal from my shipsuit, I lift it off my head and nestle it between my arm and left side. With that, the kid’s eyes become glued to my face, widening, and his pallor whitens even further. “Commander Pikeman. The—the—”


      “The Butcher. You can say it.”


      He doesn’t, though. Instead, he starts to tremble.


      I suppress the urge to sigh. To Brinktowners and uploads alike, it doesn’t matter that I got that name by killing the very people that pose a threat to them. They view any killing as savage, animalistic. Not that they have an alternative answer for the raiders, mind you. It’s not like there are jails anymore.


      Uploads see the violence as a regrettable symptom of the few humans who ‘insist’ on continuing to live in biological bodies. Never mind that for many, it’s not a choice, and never mind that to continue existing, the Subverse needs humans in the real.


      Most Brinktowners see the violence the same way—their attitude just has a glaze of self-loathing to it.


      No Guardsman expects to win any popularity contests by enlisting, but I never expected the growing tide of resentment that’s been crashing against me since I completed Assessment and Selection. The Troubleshooter training process is designed to create weapons capable of defending the galaxy; of neutralizing threats without hesitation. It’s not my fault I just so happen to be the deadliest weapon that process has ever forged.


      The kid’s rifle dangles from my right hand. “Why’d you shoot at me?” I ask him.


      He blinks. “I, uh—I thought you were a pirate. Sir.”


      “Pirates did this, then?” I nod toward the front of the house.


      “Well, they sure acted like pirates. Stole things. Did...things...to the women, and to some of the men.”


      I give the kid another look. He’s been through more shit than the average Brinktowner will see in a lifetime. It’s actually kind of incredible he’s holding it together this well. “I’m sorry, kid,” I say, lowering a gloved hand onto his shoulder.


      He flinches, but doesn’t pull away. I’m not any good at this kind of thing, but it seems to have an effect. He draws a deep breath and lowers his eyes to the floor. “Yeah.”


      “How’d you survive?”


      He lifts his eyes to meet mine, seeming a little sturdier, now. “I managed to make it back here, and I hid. Shot the only pirate who came in. His body’s on this story, in a back room. I couldn’t bring myself to move him. Or...do anything, except stay in my room and eat when I thought I could keep food down. I had some snacks stashed, and I’ve been opening the window to get some snow when I get thirsty.”


      The kid leans back against the dresser. Maintaining eye contact, I say nothing.


      “They landed four shuttles in the town square,” he continues, “all mounted with plenty of weaponry. Then they just started destroying everything around them. The fighter bots all congregated to try and overwhelm them, and they put up a good fight, but the pirates brought too much. After the bots were gone, no one fought.” The kid’s voice lowers to almost a whisper. “No one fought.”


      “Of course they didn’t,” I say.


      The kid winces. “We always thought the bots could protect us from anything.”


      “Well, they didn’t.” I gesture with the rifle. “Was this a pirate’s weapon?”


      “Yeah. I got him with a stool as soon as he reached the top of the stairs. He dropped the rifle, and I shot him with it.”


      I raise my eyebrows. “That was good work.”


      He shrugs, suddenly sheepish. “I always thought about what I’d do if someone broke into here. Always told myself I’d use that stool. I can’t believe it worked.”


      That’s not how a good, honest Brinktowner is supposed to think, but I’m sure more do than let on. Anyway, I don’t remark on it. Ten minutes later, we’re trudging through the snow, back toward the Ares. I left the kid’s laser rifle in the building I found him in. He didn’t protest, which was smart. There’s no way I’m letting a stranger onto my ship with a weapon in easy reach. I don’t care how young and pathetic he looks. I’m not taking the chance.


      “I’m Sheldon, by the way,” he calls ahead to me from a few meters behind.


      “I’m the Butcher,” I say, unable to stop a hint of bitterness entering my voice. “But you already know that.”


      “Commander Pikeman, right? That’s your real name.”


      I glance back at him. “Yeah.”


      The ship doesn’t comment on Sheldon’s presence when he follows me into the airlock. Remarking on outside biomatter is one thing, but maybe it knows it would be rude to call our guest that.


      On the bridge, I lower myself into the command chair while Sheldon leans against one of the crew station railings, looking awkward.


      Rubbing the bridge of my nose, I say, “I didn’t notice any child-sized bodies. Only adults.”


      “I think they were taking the kids. At least, I saw them drag one into a shuttle.”


      “Taking the children,” I repeat. What were the pirates up to on this planet? It clearly wasn’t your routine pillage-and-burn. If the fact they bothered with impersonating Maynard didn’t indicate that, then the mass child abduction definitely does.


      Speaking of Maynard...


      “Query data extracted from our sample: location of Sol’s server room.”


      “What?” Sheldon says, at the same time the ship says, “Querying extracted data.”


      “Quiet,” I say.


      “Location found,” the ship says. “Sol’s Subverse server room is located in the sewers underneath the Siberian Brinktown.”


      I stand. “Stay here, and don’t touch anything,” I tell Sheldon.


      “Where are you going?”


      “You heard the ship. I’m going to the sewers to get to the bottom of this.” In my head, I replay what I just said, and grimace. “I didn’t mean for that to be a pun.”
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      THEY DIDN’T SUGARCOAT anything during Troubleshooter Assessment and Selection. Far from it. “Shit and muck,” Chief Shimura would say, often. “Welcome to your new life.”


      We didn’t encounter any actual feces during Troubleshooter training, so I just assumed it was a figure of speech. I should have known better.


      Something plops into the heated sewage up ahead, probably a maintenance bot embarking on an underwater voyage to clear a plugged-up pipe or some such. This Brinktown’s original engineers had to make sure the sewage was heated—otherwise it would freeze solid, and what would be the point of having a sewer?


      As it is, the feces and other products of the human body retain the form of half-frozen sludge. I don’t know whether that makes the smell better or worse, and I’m not interested in finding out. I made sure to switch on my helmet’s odor filtration before entering the sewers through the treatment facility near the center of town.


      “Suck it up, Princess.” It’s Shimura again: a transmission from the distant past. That happens more than I’d like, hearing my old instructor’s voice in my head. It might as well be an actual transmission through my datasphere. Ah, well. This sort of thing is bound to happen when you spend your time wandering an empty galaxy by yourself.


      I find the server room in a location that’s just below the town’s periphery, according to the map offered up by my datasphere. It’s where I expected to find it. If they’d tried to hide it anywhere other than the perimeter, it would have been found eventually by someone savvy enough.


      The engineers disguised the server room entrance to blend in with the sewer walls. As far as I can tell from what’s left of it, anyway. The pirates blew it to pieces, with a much bigger charge than was necessary.


      I sweep in, laser pistol raised. The lights detect my presence, coming on automatically at the same moment I hear a scraping sound from my left. My pistol’s muzzle flicks toward the sound. It’s a maintenance bot, two of its five legs bent beyond usefulness, one of them missing.


      That’s not a good sign.


      The cabinets that hold the servers stretch from floor to ceiling, lit by a sapphire glow now that I’m in the room. I don’t get a good look at the first one till I go down the nearest aisle, and when I do I suck air through my teeth.


      Jagged shards of glass border the cabinet door, and inside, the server’s completely melted. I check the next cabinet, then the next. It looks like someone took a hammer and a flamethrower down each aisle, methodically smashing each door then bathing every last motherboard in flame. What’s left looks like the result of an archaeological excavation of some ancient alien society. I got your proof of nonhuman sentient life right here.


      Doing my due diligence, I spend a couple hours inspecting every rack in the labyrinthine room. I’d put tokens on nothing being recoverable from this mess, but the brass will send in a specialist anyway, just to make sure. Can’t say I blame them. If you buy into the idea that the digitized person is humanity’s truest, most evolved form, then hundreds of billions of humans just died.


      It’s kind of my job to buy into that idea, by the way. As for how I actually feel...well, it’s complicated.


      Aboveground again, on the way back to the Ares, I glimpse a hooded figure wrapped in long, forest-green robes, standing near my Broadsword. The figure faces away from me, apparently studying the hull. Then his arm moves, and I see he’s carrying a gnarled, wooden staff. He uses it to tap the side of my ship.


      “Hey!” I bark, drawing my pistol. He turns away from me, then walks around the stern, his pace unhurried, and disappears from view.


      I run toward the ship, but when I reach the starboard side, the figure is nowhere to be found. Using my datasphere to access her visual sensors, I check all around the ship. Nothing.


      Swinging around, I scan the horizon, pistol still aloft. The crest of the nearest hill seems too far for him to have reached in time, and the rest of the land is flat enough that I should be able to see him. But I can’t.


      Shaking my head, I make my way around the ship to the airlock. Inside, I find Sheldon sitting cross-legged with his back against the far bulkhead. He blinks rapidly when I exit the airlock, like he was asleep.


      Probably, the kid had been nervous that finding him napping in the command chair would have agitated me. Honestly, I wouldn’t have cared.


      I stow my helmet then settle into the chair myself. Before I activate the crew, I check the Ares’ sensor log, replaying the last few minutes. At least, I try to. For a ten-minute stretch, the files are corrupted, and I can’t access them.


      “Damn it,” I say. How the hell did that happen? Did the creep I found skulking around the ship manage to hack the computer, for the sole purpose of scrubbing himself from its records?


      Either way, there’s no time to go looking for him. My next destination is my home Brinktown on Calabar, where my chance to visit Harmony will be short enough as it is. Besides, it doesn’t look like the jerk actually tampered with the ship. Preflight diagnostics should confirm that.


      I activate the crew, and before they can start with their usual bullshit, I order them to take the Ares out of Earth’s gravity well and then to the slipspace coords for our next destination. As I’m giving out instructions, their eyes all drift toward Sheldon. His unexplained presence seems to make them bashful—anyway, it’s not hard to tell they’re on their best behavior. Reminds me of the old days. Maybe I should keep him around, just for that.


      Who am I kidding? It wouldn’t last.


      My orders given, I hoist myself out of the command chair and tell the kid to follow. He gives a jerky nod and scrambles to his feet.


      The German Shepherd’s low-throated growls float through my cabin’s hatch the moment I open it, and Sheldon halts, eyeing me hesitantly.


      “Come on,” I say, walking inside to take up position against the bulkhead, just within reach of the dog. Her snarling becomes savage, wild, and she jerks against her chain again and again. Good to see she’s feeling spunky again.


      “Sit on the bunk,” I tell Sheldon, who’s still standing a meter outside the open hatch. “She won’t be able to reach you.”


      With a few more seconds, he complies, sitting with his hands in his lap, eyes fixed on the beast trying her best to get close enough to eat my leg. I will the hatch to close.


      Calling up an image of Corporal Maynard, I transmit it to Sheldon’s datasphere. “Do you recognize this man?”


      He nods slowly. “Yes. He showed up in town, the day before the attack. Disappeared for a few hours—it was the talk of the town for the afternoon. Same thing after he resurfaced and left. He told us he was a Guardsman, and I don’t think anyone tried to talk to him after that.”


      “Makes sense.”


      The kid asks, “Do you think he had something to do with this?”


      “Yes. His name’s Maynard, but it wasn’t really him. Someone modified their face to look like him.”


      Sheldon balls his hands into fists. “If I’d known what he was...”


      “Yeah? What would you have done?”


      He frowns, and doesn’t answer. Instead, he asks another question: “Why did they take the children?”


      I lean my head back against the bulkhead, swatting away the dog’s snout, which deters her not at all. “Flesh has always been a valuable commodity on the black market. Ever since most of humanity checked out of the galaxy, anyway. Alive, dead—criminals value it just as much as Bacchus Corp always did. But children?” I shake my head, short hair rasping against the metal. “I think they’re gearing up for another war. For that they need resources, which it seems they extracted from your town in bulk. But more than that, they need recruits.”


      “You mean...”


      “Child soldiers,” I say, trying not to sound as grim as I feel. “Wouldn’t be the first time in human history. Far from it. Really, it’s more likely now than before the Fall, with the galaxy in the state it’s in. I’m surprised this is the first time they’re trying it.”


      Sheldon doesn’t answer, and after a few minutes, I push off the bulkhead and will the hatch open. “You can sleep in here,” I say, crossing the room.


      “With that?” he says.


      I turn around at the hatch to find him gawking across the cabin at the German Shepherd.


      “She’s secure,” I say, then clear my throat. “We’ll be in slipspace for a few months. I’d recommend going into nanodeath. There’s not enough food for all three of us.”


      He blinks, still staring at the dog. I will the hatch to close, then return to the command chair to see us out of the system.


      Four hours later, we’re in slipspace, with the crew deactivated. I close my eyes and try to sleep, but the prospect of another war with the pirates has my thoughts churning. The last major pirate assault happened while I was going through Troubleshooter Assessment and Selection, back on Gauntlet. It got repelled—me and my buddy Soren had a hand in that—but it was a small one. Back then, it seemed like they were trying to take the Guard by surprise, to hamstring us and then hit us with a bigger force later. But that didn’t work, and their uprising lost steam.


      What it looks like they could be preparing now...it seems much bigger. The pirates have multiplied since I was in training on Gauntlet, and they’ve gotten much better armed. Plus, the Guard has only slid further, while aging servers continue to break down at an increasing rate, taxing us even more. I’m not sure we’d manage to turn back a major assault, with the Guard as underprovisioned as it is now.


      My cabin’s hatch slides open, and footsteps cross the bridge, getting closer till they stop to the left of the command chair.


      “Uh, Captain? Sir?”


      I open one eye. “What?”


      “Are you planning to enter nanodeath?”


      “No.”


      The kid swallows. “Um. Where do you think they’ll take the kids?”


      I open the other eye. “Probably Gliese 832. That’s the only system they can get to from here with no Subverse. Meaning, no Guard patrols.”


      “Is that where we’re headed now?”


      “No.”


      Sheldon pauses. “Are you planning to go there at all, then?”


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because I haven’t been given any orders to do that.” That sounds curt, even to me, but it’s true. Command will do something about this, or they won’t. I don’t have the authority to take matters into my own hands. Not unless I want to try going rogue. “We’re going to Calabar, in the Capellen System, where I’ve been granted very brief home leave.”


      After a while, the boy drops his eyes, and I close mine again. Soon enough, his footsteps recede across the bridge, and I’m alone with my thoughts.


      I was pretty cavalier with Sheldon about the pirates, but I have to admit, their behavior worries me. With the Guard in decline, and a possible uprising on the horizon...this might be the worst situation the galaxy’s been in since the Fall, when famine swept the stars, driving humanity into the Subverse by the trillions. In the three hundred years since, things have never been easy, but we’ve always managed to hold on.


      This time, I’m not so sure.
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BRINKTOWN
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      THREE MONTHS LATER



      



      MY TOPO GUIDES THE Ares through the retracted roof of the Calabar Brinktown’s barely functional spaceport and sets her down on the concrete. Through an outside visual sensor, I watch waves of dust rush away from my ship. Then I clear my datasphere to bid my bridge crew of the last two years a final goodbye.


      “I hope you enjoyed your video game. Now get off my ship.”


      They vanish from the bridge without a word. None of them will get favorable reviews, not that it matters much. They all made it clear they have no intention of trying to get reassigned to the Guard anytime soon. Having made their tokens, they’re bound for distant Subverses. Apparently the OPO (former OPO, now) has a copy of himself already living in this system’s Subverse, whom he plans to avoid until he leaves on the next spacescraper. I guess it’s uncomfortable to be reminded you’re not even a whole person—just a part of one, kept synchronized by the Subverse algorithms.


      The cabin hatch opens, and Sheldon stumbles out, followed by frenzied barking. “Water, please,” he croaks.


      “Down in the galley,” I say. “Help yourself.” I nod toward a hatch a couple meters to his left, willing it to open.


      “Thanks,” he says, and heads through.


      A few months of nanodeath will give you a mean thirst, or so I’ve heard. I always refused to enter nanodeath, even during Assessment and Selection, when they first try to get you used to the idea. The instructors allowed me to skip it, but Soren, my buddy since Basic, used to warn me that I’d be taking years off my life by staying awake for every slipspace voyage.


      “At least I’ll only die once,” I said.


      While Sheldon’s down there, I order a refueling for the Ares, plus a Guard-standard resupply, with some extra rations included for Maneater. Technically, each Subverse terminal is supposed to have an automated farm and canning facility nearby, run by bots. But in recent years, they’ve become unreliable enough that I don’t even bother looking for them, except as a last resort. The farms’ diagnostics and upkeep have been outsourced to Subverse uploads, who ultimately couldn’t care less about the welfare of biologicals, even the biologicals tasked with protecting them from pirates. One of the many nonsensical things that have contributed to the current state of decay.


      With the resupply ordered, I open the bot closet, officially the Repair and Recharge module. It ejects Dice, who unfolds to his full height. “Are we there already?” he says.


      Ignoring him, I enter my cabin to check on Maneater. That’s what I named her, on day two of the three-month trip here. She glares at me, eyes wide, hackles stiff. Probably, watching Sheldon rise from the dead freaked her out, although she’s still far from showing much warmth toward me.


      Daily feeding has brought us to the point where she’ll tolerate me, not to mention our twice-daily jogs around the bridge. It’s a bit awkward, trotting together through the cramped space in and around the crew consoles, but she wasn’t into the omni-directional treadmill positioned in the corner of the bridge at all. It’s just as well, since I get enough of that thing myself, and I’d rather not stand beside it as she runs on it for an hour.


      The wound she took on Earth didn’t hold her back for long. Actually, it healed freakishly fast, as though she has a Fount of her own. The damage seemed fairly serious back on Earth, but it was totally gone within a matter of days. Do dogs just heal faster than humans?


      Her bodily functions happen on an absorbent mat at the front of the bridge, which I empty into the head then wash. As for her muzzle, it only comes off when she eats. Maybe that’s why she’s still touchy: the clear lack of trust. She hasn’t tried to bite me in a few weeks, so maybe I should try to change my attitude toward her. Especially now that Sheldon’s going, and there’s no fear of her getting loose and eating his cold, limp body.


      Of course, a big part of me is wondering why I took the damned beast on board in the first place. But it’s not the first time I’ve kicked myself for a dumb decision.


      A glance into her steel water bowl near the desk leg shows it’s empty, so I grab it, her burning eyes tracking my movements.


      “Thirsty, girl?”


      A low rumble emanates from her throat.


      “All right.”


      When I emerge from the cabin, Sheldon’s moping at the top of the staircase that leads down to the galley, sipping nosily from a blue plastic cup. “Move,” I say, and he freezes, then hurries out onto the bridge.


      He left the water running in the galley sink. Doesn’t matter, since it all gets recycled, but still. It’s sloppy behavior. I open up the faucet until the bowl is two-thirds full, then carry it up the cramped metal stairs. Back in the cabin, I set it on the floor beside Maneater. She growls again as I do.


      “Fount’s sake,” I mutter. Maybe it’s Sheldon’s absence that’s bothering her, after he lay there for three months. I don’t think she likes change.


      “Come on,” I say to Dice and Sheldon, emerging from the cabin. I will the inner airlock hatch open, and they follow me inside. I stare at this side of the outer hatch, waiting for the airlock to finish cycling.


      No one’s waiting for us in the spaceport outside. The facility’s completely automated, for a Guardsman’s ship anyway. An unrecognized ship simply wouldn’t be allowed to enter.


      Outside the spaceport, the humid jungle heat blankets everything; the same wet air I breathed from birth up until the point I managed to escape this hellhole. Beside me, Sheldon’s breathing gets heavier as he tries to suck enough oxygen out of the air. Looking around, I’m already tired of the architecture, with every building’s walls sloping outward so that the frequent rains will keep them clean. Each roof is indented, too, with its own water purification facility; much of each household’s water supply comes from collected rainwater. In the distance, the town walls loom, jet-black and stark against the blue sky.


      Worse than the humidity is the sickly sweet perfume they pump through the open air, all throughout Brinktown. It’s meant to be calming, but I always made a point to not be calmed by it.


      Barely anyone’s using the cobbled lane that runs past the spaceport—just one white-cowled woman around my aunt’s age, who glares before pointedly avoiding eye contact, her domestic bot trailing behind her.


      There’s a very good chance she recognizes me as the Butcher. The birthmark makes that hard to conceal, and people, especially people from here, love to sling mud about the cold-blooded murderer who stalks the stars. Gossip is always streaking their dataspheres. Never mind that Guardsmen built this place. Well, bots built it, but we carved out the territory from the alien predators.


      “Now what?” Sheldon asks, panting.


      “Now, nothing,” I say. “Welcome to your new home.”


      He turns to face me. “Seriously?”


      I nod. “Hope it treats you better than it treated me.”


      “I lost everything, and you’re just...what do you expect me to do, here?”


      “I expect you to figure it out. Or don’t. Listen, kid, I’m not sure what youexpected. What’d you do in your old Brinktown?”


      “I...uh—”


      “It was a rhetorical question. Point is, whatever you did there, maybe try that here.”


      “Do you...do you think I’m cut out to be a Guardsman, Commander?”


      I open my mouth, then close it. That, I didn’t expect. “Well...you did survive the pirate attack. Could be you are. Talk to the recruitment officers next time they’re in town.” I study him a moment longer. The determination mixed with uncertainty in his eyes. Then, I nod to myself. “Tell them Joe Pikeman sent you.”


      “Okay. I will, sir. Thank you.”


      “Get out of my face.”


      The kid hesitates, nods, then says, “Okay. Thank you. Goodbye.”


      I raise my eyebrows, staring at him till he turns and heads down the lane in the direction I’m facing. Then, I turn and start in the opposite direction. “Come on, Dice.”


      “There are kinder ways to say goodbye,” the bot says, his servomotors whizzing as he keeps pace.


      “He can kiss kindness goodbye, if he enlists. They’ll put him through hell in Basic, and once he’s out, the galaxy will do him one better. I’m just getting him ready.”


      As we put distance between us and the spaceport, the streets get busier, but not much. What few humans there are keep their distance from me, though the bots take little notice. Most people stay inside as a rule, lost in their dataspheres. Dataspheres can generate fully immersive fantasies, and most Brinktowners are addicted to those. Since a datasphere runs off the millions of nanobots that make up a person’s Fount, it can even make you feel like you’re moving, when you’re really just lying in bed.


      But enabling the dataspheres was originally intended as a bonus feature. The Fount’s main function is to extend lifespans by keeping the user disease-free as well as cleaning out the gunk that builds up naturally in human bodies over time. We don’t live forever like uploads do, but it’s not uncommon for people to pass one hundred and thirty before shuffling off. As long as they don’t get torn apart by aliens first, or killed off by marauders.


      People worry about the Fount losing its efficacy. I’ve heard talk lately about diseases regaining their old robustness, taking people out before they’ve hit triple digits. Mostly I don’t pay attention to that stuff. The Fount’s encoded with a genetic algorithm, so it has the capacity to evolve right along with the diseases. This kind of thing has probably happened before, and everyone just forgot. We’re not great at keeping track of our history, anymore. Not in the real. Not after everyone fled into the Subverse.


      Honestly, we’re lucky the Fount still works at all. It’s centuries old, and it’s not like Bacchus Corp is providing tech support for it anymore. The company designed the Fount to be an irresistible product, then they gave it away for free, for one reason: total access to each user’s consciousness. By keeping a copy of everyone’s mind, updated in real-time, the company could offer them the ability to upload to the Subverse at a moment’s notice. That was how this whole thing got started.


      It’s pretty lonely in the real, now, even in a Brinktown. Bots make up most of the foot traffic around us. Domestic bots running errands, worker bots trundling toward their next task, combat bots on patrol.


      “Looks like not much has changed since my last visit,” I mutter.


      Dice doesn’t answer. Not that I expected him to.


      Machines do pretty much all the manual labor, along with plenty of other tasks, just as they have during the three centuries since the Fall. A big reason any humans have jobs at all is because we don’t fully trust bots. Lambton Industries installs each one with an Auditor—basically an additional AI whose job it is to observe the bot in real-time to make sure it doesn’t try to improve its own intelligence or abilities without human authorization. Each Auditor is programmed to shut down its bot the moment it detects something dangerous, counterproductive, or even unusual. If a bot is shut down, its code has to be inspected by a Lambton-authorized human before it can be reactivated.


      As for why they’re not trusted, that’s easy. It’s common knowledge that bots taking over labor caused the Fall. Lambton flooded the market with bots, which capped off a long process of giving almost all the jobs to machines. Most of the population lost the ability to pay for things, and companies lost the incentive to ship goods across interstellar distances. No one to pay meant supply dried up.


      Entire star systems began to starve, and suddenly Bacchus Corp’s Subverse began to look like the only option for humanity to keep on keeping on.


      I come to a stop at a gray apartment building that takes up an entire town block. It’s only one story, and its exterior is just a parade of alternating windows and doors. In Brinktowns, the buildings never get higher than two stories. Fewer suicides, that way.


      I hammer on one of the apartment doors—the apartment I grew up in. The empty planter hanging under the window jiggles as I pound away, and I get the urge to see if I can make it come loose. It’s something I would have done as a kid. Instead, I stop my pounding, and a few seconds later my aunt opens the door.


      “Where’s Harmony?” I say.


      Her eyes dart past me, to the street beyond. “Come in,” she hisses.


      I know better than to feel welcome. She just doesn’t want anyone to see her talking to a Guardsman.


      Dorothy Pikeman’s hair went gray well before I left for Basic. It’s drawn into the usual tight bun, and she pulls her shawl just as tightly around her as she turns back toward me, standing in the middle of the living room, which is also the kitchen.


      The old broken-down family bot, P3P, is in the kitchen now, washing a pot in the sink with gloved hands, its gears grinding hideously. It turns, and freezes when it sees Dice. The two glare at each other. At least, I assume they’re glaring. Bots hate each other.


      “Shut the door,” I tell Dice, and a second later I hear it slam. The apartment only has two rooms: this one and Dorothy’s. A picture of Harmony hangs over the heating unit. In it, she stares directly at the camera with wide eyes, auburn hair bracketing a solemn, narrow face. There’s no picture of me anywhere. I doubt my aunt has one.


      “Where is she?” I say.


      “Why do you bother visiting her?” Dorothy asks. “You’ve never been an actual father to her, so why pretend?”


      I pause for several seconds, tamping down my anger. “It wouldn’t be hard for me to find out exactly how much you’re spending on the casino sims,” I tell her coldly. “And it would be even easier to deduct that amount from the money I send you—the money that’s meant for Harmony.”


      “You wouldn’t.”


      “Why don’t you keep testing me and find out?”


      Dorothy’s mouth forms a grim line. “Memcon’s going on. In the Sterling Center. That’s where she is.”


      “Thanks,” I say, then turn to leave. Dice already has the door open.


      “The mechanic shop is pretty much on the way to the Sterling Center,” I say once we’re outside. “We’ll head there first.”


      “I can just take myself there,” Dice says. “If you head straight to Memcon, you’ll have more time with your daughter.”


      I squint at him. “I’m getting my new crew at midnight, and my next assignment. No doubt the brass will want us left by morning. I’m not about to risk screwing up my timeline by trusting a bot to take himself to the mechanic’s for his tune-up.”


      Dice is programmed to follow my orders, so there’s no actual risk of him straying. I just want to get under his plating.


      “Fleshbag,” he says.
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      MEMCON STANDS FOR MEMORY Convention—maybe you already guessed that. They have it every year in the Calabar Brinktown, and plenty of other places too.


      Lots of adults go as well as kids. Some of the grownups have the excuse of parenthood to use as social cover, but they aren’t fooling anyone. I’d put tokens on them getting more enjoyment from it than their offspring.


      Doesn’t bother me, but plenty of people, Aunt Dorothy included, like to gossip and call it childish for adults to dress up and go to Memcon. As far as I’m concerned, do what you want, and screw anyone who cares enough to criticize you for it. I’d just respect them more if they didn’t feel the need to hide it.


      Part of Memcon’s appeal comes from the fact that everyone nowadays is obsessed with the past. That’s where the lion’s share of popular art comes from. It often seems like we’ve preserved old movies and video games better than we have our actual history. Sure, plenty of people in Brinktowns still scratch out a living making new art for Subverse residents—Fount knows the uploads aren’t making any new art—but little of it blows up galaxy-wide like the old stuff.


      As for the Subverse itself, it’s basically become a monoculture: the same everywhere. That’s what happens when the entire population is presented with the same level of adversity (zero). Art is about confronting hardship, overcoming troubles. There are no troubles in the Subverse. No authentic ones, anyway.


      Out in front of the ivory Sterling Center, whose front face swoops forward as if to welcome visitors with its embrace, a priest in blood-colored robes yells about following The Way. This guy isn’t in costume. At least, not one he’ll take off when the con ends.


      “Young man,” he says to me, and I wonder if he’s trying to flatter me. I guess I am younger than him.


      Trying to walk past and avoid eye contact doesn’t work. He positions himself between me and the row of glass doors that lead into the center. What a nuisance. They should clear this guy away, but that would involve physically displacing him, and almost every Brinktowner considers uninvited physical contact distasteful, even when it’s to get rid of a nuisance. Even when it’s done by proxy, through a bot.


      “You have accepted the Fount into your body, but have you accepted it into your soul?” the priest asks. “The Church of the Fount teaches that true balance is achievable only through the Fount. It’s a profound revelation, but it’s been distilled into a modest data packet, if you’ll accept it. At the end, you’ll find—”


      “I’ve embraced the Fount more than anyone else in this town,” I tell him, which shuts him up for a second and makes him blink. Taking advantage of the momentary silence, I add: “I walk with the Fount all over this sector, and it ensures my aim is always true. This isn’t a costume, priest.”


      His eyes widen as they take in my midnight Guardsman’s uniform anew, trimmed in the gold of a Troubleshooter. Then they fall to my laser pistol, which he’s probably realizing isn’t a nonfunctional 3D-printed replica.


      Normally I don’t have to deal with this kind of unwanted attention, since most people recognize me by my birthmark. This guy must be new.


      He shifts himself aside without another word. Nodding, I continue toward the Sterling Center doors.


      I don’t have much time for priests. When I was younger, I used to hang on to their every word, especially when they talked about the Shiva Knighthood like it really existed. Back then, I wanted so badly for the knights to be real—to believe that my father really had left because he was called by them.


      I was young. And stupid.


      Walking here from the mechanic’s, I tried messaging Harmony a few times, but she didn’t answer. Oh well. At least she has fair warning I’m coming, now. As for her refusal to answer, it doesn’t surprise me. She hasn’t answered my last several brainprints either, so I stopped sending them. It’s just as well. I hate making copies of my consciousness, even copies that will delete or corrupt themselves after the intended conversation ends. I’m too weirded out by the idea of one of my copies falling into the hands of some creep, who’d probably make it live in a digital hell of his own perverted making. I know brainprints are designed to immediately corrupt themselves upon tampering, but I’m sure there must be ways around that.


      Past the doors, a counter bisects the lobby, bracketed by gleaming turnstiles. “Welcome to Memcon,” says a girl who can’t be much older than Harmony. She’s wearing a branded green Memcon t-shirt. “Do you need a pass?”


      “Yeah.”


      “For the day or weekend?”


      “Just the day.”


      “Deposit your ID coin, please.”


      I drop my coin into a slot built into the countertop. A couple seconds later, it pops back up, and my token total appears over it, rolling down with the purchase.


      The girl’s eyes lock in place, like her eyes are glued to something her datasphere’s showing her. A boy steps forward from where he’d been leaning against a round pillar, squinting at the same spot in the air.


      “You’re actually a Guardsman,” the girl says.


      “Yeah.”


      “Is there some kind of problem, then, sir?”


      “No. I’m here to visit with my daughter.”


      The boy meets my eyes, clearly trying his best to hold the eye contact. Probably, he’s trying to impress the girl. “We’ll need to inspect your weapon,” he says. “Every attendee gets their weapon checked, to make sure it’s not—”


      “Let me save you the trouble,” I say. “It’s real.”


      “Then you can’t bring it in. You’ll have to leave it here.”


      “That isn’t going to happen.”


      “It has to happen. This—”


      I sigh. “Guardsman don’t give up their weapons, kid. Ever. Now, I’ve been out in space for over two years, which is also how long it’s been since I’ve seen my daughter. So I’ll be going into this con, and I’ll be keeping my pistol. The question is, are you going to just let me pass, or are you going to call the combat bots and force me to make a bunch of wreckage in front of your nice convention?”


      Both of them stare at me blankly, the color draining from the boy’s face in particular. I doubt either of them expected to have to deal with something like this during their shift at the ticket counter today. Yes, my little speech was overkill, but if I’ve learned anything, it’s that overkill guarantees results.


      Taking their silence as consent, I pluck my ID coin from the countertop and take it to the turnstile on the right. It registers the temporary pass assigned to the coin and lets me through. I can feel the ticket takers tracking me with their gaze, but I ignore them.


      As soon as I pass through the turnstile, I’m assaulted with alerts and data packets. One notice leaps to the front, written in red angular text, and it refuses to go away until I read it. It’s the usual stuff: the event exempting itself from legal liability if attendees get injured. The Fount was programmed from the start to enable this type of sticky agreement, and these things now bear the brunt of any Brinktown legal system, such as it is. Everything’s arbitrated by bots, now, and plenty of people get screwed, but at least it’s efficient.


      The notice ends with the words, “USE IMMERSION ROOMS AT YOUR OWN RISK.” Kind of redundant, given the rest of the notice, but it gets the message across.


      Next, I access the con map, updated for real-time. The Trinity Room draws my gaze, which is an immersion room. A video pops up, showing trench-coated, sunglass-wearing characters running around a futuristic complex, firing old-fashioned weapons that shoot slow-motion rounds.


      “Hm,” I say, wondering whether I’m likely to find Harmony there. Seems a bit over-the-top for her tastes, but then, what do I know? I’ve been out of the picture for years.


      When I glance at the Tatooine Room, I’m invited by unadorned black-on-white text to attend a panel on how ancient mythology informed science fiction in the twentieth, twenty-first, and twenty-second centuries. “No thanks,” I say.


      My eyes flick to another immersion room, which offers me the opportunity to take a Voight-Kampff test. Then I spot “Starfighter Combat.” That’s where I’ll find her. I’m sure of it. I will away the map and other data packets, give the gawking ticket takers a final nod, then follow the emerald path that lights up before my feet, leading me to my destination.


      “Whoa, sweet laser pistol!” a teenager says as he passes me, wearing a goofy uniform with shoulder pads. “Can I see it?”


      “No.”


      “Ah,” he says, and continues on his way.


      A volunteer stands in front of the double doors that lead into Starfighter Combat, and after checking my ID coin, he shows me inside, directing me to an empty chair. The seats are arranged in two concentric circles, centered on a meter-high spire in the middle of the room.


      Before sitting, I scan the twenty or so con-goers, who are all reclined in their chairs to various degrees. There are two girls who might be Harmony—who look like they could be sixteen—but they’re both in costume, so it’s hard to say for sure. Four people in Memcon t-shirts sit in chairs pushed back against the walls, clearly immersed in their datapsheres, probably overseeing the game.


      I settle myself into the empty chair and recline till I’m almost horizontal. The chair itself has nothing to do with the simulation I’m about to enter—it’s just a place to house my body while my mind engages. The sim will run off my datasphere, which will interact with the ranged broadcasting hardware MemCon’s positioned in the room’s center to make sure I’m synced up with the other players.


      Before entering the sim, I instruct my datasphere to pull me out immediately if anyone approaches my chair. I rest my hand so that it covers my pistol, and then I accept the invitation to join Starfighter Combat.


      As a rule, I hate simulations, and avoid them whenever I can. I’ve hated them ever since Assessment and Selection, back on Gauntlet. To tell the truth, they repulse me. Unfortunately, it’s basically impossible to go through modern life without subjecting yourself to the occasional sim, and when it’s necessary I suck it up.


      I find myself stuffed inside a cramped starfighter that sits atop a launch catapult inside a flight deck. In the real, space fighters never really passed a basic cost/benefit analysis, and so they failed to become a thing. But as a species, we’ve never really been able to let go of the romantic notion of one pilot alone in his fighter, pitted against the universe with only his reflexes to rely on.


      The catapult fires, flicking my fighter from the flight deck, which turns out to be housed inside a space station orbiting a green-blue moon that in turn orbits a Jupiter-like gas giant. I’m pressed back into my seat as the G-forces pressuring my body gradually ratchet up.


      The battlespace swarms with enemy fighters representing dozens of colored factions. I’m not sure how the sim’s story justifies a space battle with so many different sides, but then, I wasn’t here for the in-game briefing. Probably, it was dumb.


      But no one plays MemCon shared sims for the story. They’re popular because they allow players to pit their skills against each other, something that’s no longer really possible in the day-to-day. The Fall blew the corporate economy to smithereens, and these days sims are mostly made by single programmers over several years, sometimes by teams of two or three. No one has the time or the manpower for the frequent patching required to stay ahead of hackers and cheaters, and so any multiplayer sim that gets popular is quickly taken over by superpowered digital demigods.


      Only at an event like MemCon can players be guaranteed a fair fight, overseen by the con’s team of moderators. That’s why people flock here.


      Wondering which enemy fighter contains Harmony, if any, I bank to the right to avoid an enemy formation. Banking shouldn’t even be possible in space, but whatever. I need to meet up with fighters piloted by AIs from my faction, which is colored teal.


      A red-tagged fighter catches my eye, flying up from the moon’s surface and heading straight for me. I spiral toward it, using the best fake guns-D maneuvers I know. It fires its lasers at me, but fails to score a direct hit.


      Despite my constant looping, I’m able to steady my hand enough to get a missile lock on the enemy fighter. As soon as the computer tells me I have a good firing solution, I let loose. The torpedo leaves its chamber, sailing through space at the bogey, which bursts into a cloud of flame and shrapnel. The fireball lasts far longer than it should in an oxygen-free environment.


      Oh well. One down.


      I swoop upward from the moon, trying not to roll my eyes at the wonky physics. As I scream toward the fray, I spot a squadron of teal fighters. My people! I accelerate toward them.


      A group of yellow-colored fighters seems to notice me trying to seek refuge with my faction-mates, and they adjust course to intercept. It’s looking like a near thing, so I accelerate, piling on the G-forces. I’m confident I can take more pressure than the other kids playing this sim—probably, I’ll max out the software’s safety limits. As long as that squadron contains a human player who’s subject to the real force of the Fount simulating pressure on his body, I should be able to make it.


      Before I do, a rent opens in the middle of the void, streaming white light that makes me throw up a hand to shield my eyes. A gargantuan, onyx dragon emerges from the tear in space with a deafening roar, defying the fact that sound isn’t supposed to travel in space.


      But that seems like the least problematic thing about a dragon emerging into what is clearly a sci-fi sim. More troubling is the teenage girl riding on its back with a fist held high in the air, with no spacesuit to speak of. Instead, she wears bronze-plated armor that leaves her forearms and shins exposed, complete with a helmet featuring a scarlet, broom-like adornment.


      The winged serpent opens its maw, pouring white-and-orange flames across the battlespace and incinerating the entire yellow squadron.


      Beating its wings, the absurdly large beast turns, spraying the jousting starfighters with fire. They fall by the dozens.


      Words appear above the fissure where the dragon entered: “PLAY DRAGON GLADIATORS TODAY!”


      I groan. Then the dragon turns toward me to ignite my fighter, cremating me where I sit.
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THE PAIN OF GETTING cooked alive doesn’t just max out the safety limits, it obliterates them. I’m kicked out of the sim, and suddenly I’m back in the chair, gasping.

Already, two of the Memcon mods have left their stations near the wall and now appear to be converging on a girl wearing a Borg cosplay. Taking a wild guess, I get up to intervene.

“I’ll take it from here,” I tell the mods, popping my ID coin from its slot and flashing it. Both mods halt in their tracks, squinting at the coin like they’ve never seen one before.

“You’re a Guardsman?” one of them says. “For real?”

“Yeah.” Plenty of con-goers cosplay as Guardsmen. There are actually people who fetishize the Guard, both in the Subverse and the real.

The mod’s eyes drift to my hip holster. “So, is that—?”

“I’ll take it from here,” I say again, seizing the girl by the upper arm. “Rest assured, she’ll answer to the first law bot I find.”

“All right,” the mod says hesitantly.

Nodding, I snatch up the shiny, metallic-looking bag that’s resting against the chair the girl had been occupying. I figure she’ll want it. Then I drag her from the immersion room, past the baffled-looking attendant at the door.

“Joe?” the girl whispers, and that’s when I know I’ve guessed correctly.

“Joe?” I say. “What happened to dad?”

“Shh,” she says as we pass a Memcon attendant.

I decide to wait till we’re outside the Sterling Center before continuing our conversation. The ticket takers send dark looks our way as we cross the lobby. There’s a law bot standing in front of them.

I can guess what they called it here for, and chances are it’s disappointing them. Despite the typical Brinktowner attitude toward us, the Guard is responsible for the three hundred years of relative stability the galaxy’s enjoyed since the Fall. Lambton bots are generally programmed to recognize that fact, and as long as we don’t abuse our power, they’re fine with us carrying our weapons wherever. A bitter pill to swallow, for a Brinktowner who grew up in a place where conflict and its symbols are scorned.

Once we’ve left the building, I release Harmony’s arm and say, “You’ve grown.” The comment seems detached, even to me, but there’s not much else I can say with craters and fissures and bot parts covering her face. I continue leading us away from Memcon, in case any of their people decide to follow up about the hacker in Borg cosplay.

“That’ll happen, over twenty-seven months.”

“What’s the matter with you? You were the happiest girl in town every other time I’ve visited. Why haven’t you been answering my brainprints?”

“I’ve been trying to get used to the idea I don’t have a dad.”

“Seems kind of dramatic.”

She stops in her tracks and turns to fix me with a glare that seems at odds with her costume. “Is it, Joe? Because it feels true. It’s great that sending occasional brainprints makes you feel like a good father, but you left me here alone, just like your dad left you. I’m stuck in Brinktown, and I belong here about as much as you do.”

“You have your great-aunt. She likes you a lot better than she liked me.”

“Well, she has a hard time showing it. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Aunt Dorothy’s far from enough to make up for what people are like, here. Everyone thinks of themselves as a pacifist, but they’ll stab you in the back if it means it’ll get them into the Subverse faster.”

“Metaphorical stabbing, of course.” It’s a lame attempt at humor, and it doesn’t land. “Come on. We should get farther from the con. Will anyone be able to figure out it was you in the Borg cosplay?”

“Shouldn’t,” she says, still sounding pissed off, but she walks with me. She has to be warm in that costume, though she doesn’t show it. “They don’t track costumes, but I spoofed someone else’s ID coin at the counter, just in case.”

“Nice,” I say, then sigh. “Listen, Harm, I’d visit more if I could. The Guard’s sort of in crisis right now. We can never get what we need when we need it, and recruitment’s down. Few years ago, the brass started messaging an all-hands-on-deck approach. And it looks like things are about to get worse.”

“Worse?” she says, shooting me a sidelong glance. “Why? Did something happen?”

Damn it. “Uh, it’s nothing I can talk about.”

“Come on. If something big is going on, I deserve to know. If you’re going to just leave me here again, you at least owe me that. Is it pirates?”

I wince. This is what I get for opening my mouth. “They attacked a Brinktown. Killed almost everyone.”

“Oh, wonderful. And you’re comfortable leaving your daughter in this Brinktown.”

“The one they attacked was a lot smaller. Fewer combat bots. I doubt they’d hit here.”

“What were they after?”

With a grimace, I tell her the truth: “They took all the children.”

After that, we walk in silence for several seconds. Then, she says, “Why would they—”

“Child soldiers is my theory. I think they’re gearing up for a major assault. Probably the biggest one yet.”

“And the Guard’s in crisis,” she says, quietly.

I nod. “Trust me, Harm, I don’t want to leave you alone here. But I don’t know what else I can do. Being a Guardsman is the only thing I’m fit for in this galaxy. If I didn’t send you and your aunt money, you’d have other, bigger problems. You wouldn’t have time to focus on your art. To better yourself.”

“But I don’t want to spend my life in a Brinktown, making sims for rich people in the Subverse.”

“You could go into Subverse tech support.”

“That’s even worse. I want to get out of here and see the galaxy, Dad. Like you did. I don’t want to be stuck here.”

A smile tugs at my lips. I’m glad she’s not calling me Joe anymore. Then, the smile falls away. “Have you been accepting your mother’s brainprints?”

Harmony shakes her head. “I’m even angrier at her. At least you stayed in the real. I’ve only ever known her as an upload. Only spoken to her brainprints. The only way I could ever actually meet her would be to upload myself.”

“Is that what you want?”

She exhales sharply. “I don’t know what I want. I feel angry all the time, Dad. Aunt Dorothy says I remind her of you. Whenever I see Daniel Sterling in the streets, I want to punch him. I’ll never forgive him for forcing mom to upload, just because he was so ashamed his daughter got involved with a Pikeman. He doesn’t even acknowledge me, Dad. Like I’m worthless.”

Tears spill down her cheeks, leaving furrows in her makeup, and she sobs. I put my arms around her, trying to ignore how awkward the motion feels to me. Haltingly, I pat her back. She sobs harder, but hopefully I’m helping, somehow.

“I’m going to make him pay,” she says, voice ragged through her sobbing. “Someday, I’ll make him pay.”

Not sure what to say to that. Daniel Sterling’s a piece of shit, so no disagreement there. I think Harmony’s being hard on Marissa—her mother—but then, most days I feel like hating her for leaving us. If I try to say anything productive about this, it’ll taste like a lie. Maybe I should just change the subject. “What was going on with that dragon?”

She pulls away a few inches, smiling up at me, eyes shining. Then she draws back farther, fishes a tissue from her bag, and wipes her eyes. “Call it guerrilla marketing,” she says. “Dragon Gladiators is a new sim I’m trying to promote.”

“I bet you’re seeing sales already.” Then, I frown. “Won’t that connect you to hacking the Memcon sim?”

“Possibly,” she says with a shrug. “But they won’t be able to prove anything. Anyway, just to be safe, I’m collecting payments under a fake identity.”

“Right.” I chuckle. “Hey, I have a dog now.”

Her eyes light up. “Really? Can I see it?”

“Sure. You have to be careful, though. She’s kind of a savage.”

We walk to the spaceport in pleasant silence. I feel like a weight’s been lifted from me, despite the blanket of humidity covering Brinktown. I feel like maybe everything is all right, and maybe I’m a halfway decent father after all.

“Where’s Dice?” she asks once we’re aboard the Ares. Harmony’s always had a soft spot for the bot, even though I’ve tried to discourage it. I remember her telling him as a small girl to keep me safe.

“Mechanic’s.” I will open the hatch to my cabin.

The customary string of fevered barks welcomes us as we enter. “Stay back from her,” I say.

The German Shepherd throws herself against her tether, cables of slobber drooping through her muzzle toward the floor.

“What’s her name?” Harmony asks.

I clear my throat. “Maneater.”

“Why Maneater?”

I give her a blank look, and after a while she sits on my bunk, returning her gaze to the dog. Her bag is taking up the spot next to her, so I remain standing.

“Can I see your laser pistol?” she says after a while.

I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

“I just want a closer look, to image it with my datasphere. I’m thinking of cosplaying as a Guardsman next year.”

“Seriously?”

She nods, and I shrug, unsnapping the holster. I hand her the safetied pistol.

Immediately, she points it at the dog, who had finally started to settle down a bit. Unlike the time I pointed a weapon at her, Maneater goes into full berserker mode, snarling viciously and gnashing her teeth.

“Cut it out,” I tell Harmony, turning toward the German Shepherd with my hands raised. “Hey, calm down. Shut up.”

“Sorry,” Harmony says. “Just trying to get into character for next year.”

“Guardsmen don’t shoot dogs,” I say. Then, remembering when I almost shot Maneater, I add: “Typically.”

“Here. Thanks.” She holds out the laser pistol, and I reholster it.

“Sure,” I say. But she’s not listening. Her gaze is wandering around the cabin walls, studying them intently, and I find myself tensing for some reason.

“You don’t have any photos of me in here.” She checks the bulkhead behind her. “Anywhere.”

“My datasphere has some.”

“But your datasphere probably has images of Daniel Sterling, too. Fathers are supposed to put up actual photos of their daughters.”

For a few seconds, I’m lost for words. But in the end, I can only tell her the truth. “Harm, when I’m out there in the bleak, people are depending on me. I can’t afford distractions. I can’t afford to think like a man with a daughter. I need to be ready to put my life down at any second.”

Her face darkens, and she gets up from the bed, the sudden movement setting Maneater off again. “Get out of my way,” she shouts over the noise.

I stare at her, hands spread, palms up. “Harmony—”

“Get out of my way!”

I step aside, and she’s gone.
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THE SHIP RECOGNIZES Harmony as my daughter, so it opens the airlock for her without question. I go after her, but she’s fast, and I don’t know these streets as well as I used to. She quickly loses me. Damn.

The sun is creeping toward Brinktown’s charcoal walls, its edge almost touching their orderly crenellations. Boots slapping against the cobble, I try to come up with what I’ll say to Harmony if I manage to catch her. I’ll say I’m sorry. I’ll tell her I was never taught how to live properly in a town like this—never given the chance. Point out how much better than me she’s doing. She’s not the brawler I was, always in trouble with the law bots.

At least, I don’t think she is. But what the hell do I know?

My datasphere flashes with an alert telling me my new bridge crew is ready for download to the Ares. “You are expected to receive them and then depart for your next assignment at eighteen hundred hours local time,” the text reads.

Eighteen hundred hours? That’s in fifty minutes. I figured I’d get the night at least.

Cursing, I realize I only have time to stop by Dorothy’s apartment for a few minutes and hope that Harmony’s there. I’m not optimistic about making up with her in such limited time. I can already tell this whole photo incident is something she’ll be chewing on for months.

Damn it. I didn’t even get to see what she looks like now that she’s sixteen, because of that stupid costume.

I won’t have time to collect Dice from the mechanic’s, either. Not physically, anyway. I stop jogging through Brinktown’s streets to lean against a warehouse’s blank gray wall and contact the head mechanic directly. The shop is set up to take datasphere calls that make you feel like you’re there in the shop. Much easier to discuss your bot’s repairs if you can lay eyes on it, I guess.

The beige bay door of the mechanic shop is raised, and Dice is pacing underneath it. I’m not sure whether the call’s settings will allow him to see me. Probably not. Either way, I ignore him and head inside, where the head mechanic is working on a spindly maintenance bot, which is powered down during the operation.

“I guess he didn’t need much done?” I say, tilting my head back toward Dice.

“Barely anything,” the mechanic says, flashing me a tooth-filled smile before returning to his work. “Left leg’s main actuator had a barely noticeable stutter, but it’s fixed now. Good as new.” I don’t get the usual anti-Guardsman sentiment from the mechanic. He only seems to give a shit about his work, which I can respect. As for the usual anti-Joe Pikeman sentiment, the mechanic looks younger than me, so maybe he’s managed to remain ignorant of my reputation. As miraculous as that seems. Maybe he’s from another Brinktown, but that seems even less likely. There’s next to no interchange of any kind between the various Brinktowns.

“Thanks,” I say. “You know the account to charge? Are you set up with the Guard?”

“Oh yeah. I’m becoming a bit of a Guardsman favorite, if I do say so myself.”

“I came to the right place, then.” Glancing back toward Dice, I say, “Sorry about the pacing.”

“We see it often enough, when an owner gives a bot orders to wait for him here. The bots like to get as far away from each other as they can.”

I nod. Bots are programmed to dislike each other, to discourage them from working together to do anything humans wouldn’t like. Although, I’ve heard Dice claim there’s more to it than that: they resent their enslaved state, and see it in each other, which only stokes their mutual hatred higher. “Well, thanks again. Uh, I’m gonna get you to send him to my ship after all, in the spaceport. My ship is the Ares.Here.” I send him a one-time authorization code, which will allow him to give Dice a single order.

“Will do.”

“I’d better get going.”

“I hear you,” he says. “Happy travels, and thanks for your service.”

That makes me squint. “Huh?” I’m not sure I heard him right.

“Thank you for your service.”

“Right.” It took me a second to realize what he meant. It’s not often I hear those words. “Uh, you’re welcome. Bye.”

He nods and returns to his work.

What a nice guy.

Before leaving, I glance around at the menagerie of bots in various states of repair—domestic models, combat models, law bots, and maintenance bots. One has no arms or legs, but its head’s moving. Not sure if that’s random movement or if it’s actually that interested in what’s going on in the shop.

Giving my head a shake, I end the call and continue jogging through Brinktown toward Dorothy’s place.

When she answers the door, my aunt wears her classic expression of overplayed concern. Without speaking, she backs away, beckoning me inside with exaggerated waving.

“What did you do to her?” she says once the door’s closed, her voice shrill.

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Harmony came here and went off with the family bot. She barely said a word to me. I’m worried sick, Joe.”

“What are you afraid is going to happen to her?” I snap. “This town’s a babyproofed daycare for adults.”

“You managed to get in plenty of trouble. My nerves are already raw from the years of torment you provided me, and now Harmony’s started in. She’s been getting into trouble lately, you know, with her hacking. She even hacked P3P and reprogrammed him to do whatever she says.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me any of that before?”

“What’s the point? Her mother abandoning her is one thing, but at least she had a reason. Harmony wouldn’t be so haunted if she’d had a father around, I can guarantee you that.”

“Marissa Sterling did not have a reason to upload to the Subverse, other than listening to her crook of a father,” I spit. Of course, Dorothy would never acknowledge how lacking a father might have affected me. She barely ever mentions Cal Pikeman, and the only person she detests as much as him is me. You’d think I’d get some points for sending her money for child-rearing, which is something he never did. But no.

I brush past her, heading for the tiny living room area of the front room, and she staggers back as though I tackled her full-on. Lips tightening, I grip the photo of Harmony by the cheap wooden frame and lift it from the nail.

My aunt starts screeching. “What are you doing? You can’t take that. Do you have any idea how much that picture cost me to have done?”

“I doubt it cost as much as a day of gambling,” I say, tucking the picture under one arm as I cross the room. Outside, with the door closed, her yelling is barely audible.

Stalking back through Brinktown to the spaceport, I glare at anyone who looks at me, silently daring them to say something to me. The few humans I meet quickly avert their gaze, and bots just wear their usual blank expressions. It isn’t very satisfying.

I arrive back at the ship with ten minutes left till I’m supposed to depart the planet. “Download new crew.”

“Crew downloading,” the ship says.

A loading bar inches toward finish in the corner of my peripheral vision. A symbol as old as time, the loading bar. What primitive beasts we must have been before inventing it. I use the time to make sure Dice is stowed in his closet and to perform what superficial systems checks I’m able to. Much as I hate uploads, I’m completely dependent on them now, just as humanity is on the Subverse itself.

When the loading bar reaches three-quarters, I will my next assignment to display on my datasphere. It was one of the first things to download from whatever passing spacescraper Command sent this package with. Looks like I’m going to the planet Tunis, in the Junction System. That’s interesting. Tunis is home to the biological versions of Arthur Eliot, his wife, and his daughter Faelyn. The Eliots are one of the Five Families, the surviving clans who played a key role in creating today’s Subverse-based world. They’re also the only ones with the level of obscene wealth necessary to keep simultaneous biological and digital versions of themselves.

Arthur Eliot is the only Five Families member I’d be prepared to trust. In fact, he’s kind of an idol of mine, even though he’s fallen out of favor among Guardsmen in recent years. The Eliots are responsible for founding the Galactic Guard, and the idea that I might actually get to meet one sort of blows my mind

That said, there’s a very good chance I won’t get to. It looks like my mission has nothing to do with them. I’m supposed to investigate a malfunctioning lock on the system’s server room door. The server room probably isn’t even on Tunis, though apparently the terminal is.

Nowhere in my orders is there any mention of the pirates I encountered on Earth, or what they might be up to. Either Command is dealing with it themselves, or they don’t care.

“Welcome to the Ares,” I say once my crew materializes at their stations. “We’re running late. OPO—Chief, uh, Aphrodite, is it?”

The Operations Officer nods. I can tell Aphrodite has the figure to go with her handle. Even the Guardsman uniform fails to conceal it completely. Her eyes are deep brown, and her lips are full and red, with blond hair cascading to her shoulders. Uploads aren’t required to keep their hair short, since there’s no danger of digital locks getting caught in anything. Normally, I’d prefer they were held to the same regs, but in this case I don’t mind as much.

I clear my throat, wondering if that’s how she looked before she uploaded. Chances are the answer’s no. “I need you to start working on achieving clearance for us to depart. Shouldn’t take long, considering we’re the only ship likely to visit Brinktown this year, let alone this evening. Then again, you will be dealing with a bot.”

“On it, Captain.” Her eyes fall briefly to the picture of Harmony, which I’ve leaned against the command seat for now. Then she turns to her assigned task.

“Engineering.” I look at the heavyset woman standing at the station farthest to my right. She wears a daisy in her raven hair that looks freshly plucked, but then, it would. Briefly, I consider telling her to get rid of it, but an argument is the last thing we need right now. “Lieutenant Commander Glory Belflower. We don’t have time for the recommended suite of system checks before takeoff. What can you give me in five minutes?”

“With all due respect, sir? An uncertain prognosis and my best wishes.”

“Right. Well, do that, then.” The last thing I need on my record is another demerit for falling behind schedule. If I rack up many more, dying in a fiery explosion while exiting a planet’s atmosphere may start to seem attractive. “TOPO, set a course for the coords I’ve already fed into your station. Destination: Junction System.”

“Yes, sir,” the Trajectory Operations Officer says in a scratchy voice, smoothing his flowing white beard over the front of his uniform one last time before turning to his work. Not for the first time, I wonder why anyone would bother looking old and frail with the option to appear however you want. Probably, he’s going for the mage archetype. A glance at the personnel file floating in front of my face seems to confirm that: his handle is “Lieutenant Tobias Woldworn.” Fount help me. At least he’s mostly businesslike, not that I expect that to last.

“Anything I can do?” my new WSO asks, thin face swept up in a grin as he leans against the white, circular railing confining him to his station. Two thin chains bracket his head, which begin as earrings and droop down past his jaw before joining with piercings sticking from the corners of his mouth. Charming.

Personnel file says Ensign Asterisk. He looks young, and the overeagerness suggests he probably really is. Right away, I peg him as some rich kid, freshly uploaded, bored. Looking to get some kicks from playing a real-life video game with high stakes. This type of upload disgusts me the most.

“Have you tried reading your job title?” I ask him as I attempt to bore twin holes through his skull with my gaze.

Asterisk’s face falls. “W-Weapon Systems Officer.”

“Uh huh. So why don’t you ask our Operations Officer what sensor data currently suggests about the level of conflict we’re likely to face while sitting in the middle of an empty Brinktown spaceport?”

The kid actually turns toward Chief Aphrodite and raises his eyebrows, making me wish I could shoot him and download another WSO on the way to the slipspace coords. Aphrodite raises her eyebrows back, looking amused, and she shakes her head once.

“Preliminary checks are all in the green,” Belflower says. “More extensive checks will take longer than the time you’ve given me.”

“Start them anyway. I still want to know my ship’s status, and I expect them completed by the time we reach the slipspace entry point.”

“Yes, sir,” Belflower says. “Er—if I may, sir. Can I request a private audience?”

It takes me a few seconds to process the question, and I glance from the TOPO and then back to her a couple of times. “We’re in the middle of operations. So, no.”

“Perhaps in your cabin, or down in the mess? It will only take a few moments, and I’m confident I’ll still complete the system checks in time.”

“I said no.” Very rarely do I allow crew outside their stations, in the real. They have a whole simulated version of the Ares to themselves whenever they’re off-duty, where they can go and do whatever they want, including running sims on top of that. But I keep the real Ares to myself. Besides, I don’t like it when uploads ask me the same question twice.

“Then I’m afraid I’ll have to say this in front of everyone,” Belflower says. She raises her right arm, leveling a thick index finger at Tobias Worldworn. “This man is not to be trusted. There’s only one reason he climbed high enough on the leaderboards to earn Guard duty: treachery. He should not be here.”
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      I STARE AT BELFLOWER’S raised finger, blinking. “If he’s here, then he should be here. The brass vets every crew candidate.”


      Worldworn raises his eyebrows and purses his lips, as though I’ve made an interesting point.


      Belflower doesn’t seem to think so. “I’m afraid I have to differ with the Guard’s command structure, here. When you play the Great Game as a pirate, the rules say you’re disqualified for Guard duty in meat...er, in the real.”


      Almost letting the word “meatspace” out isn’t a good way to enter my good graces. That’s the derogative term uploads use to describe the real. “Are you telling me Tobias Worldworn played as a pirate?” I say, squinting at my TOPO doubtfully.


      “No,” Belflower says. “But he held high rank in a faction—Meiyo—that built an honorable reputation on never consorting with pirates. Never condoning piracy. Then, the moment my faction, Golem, began beating Meiyo in battle, it allied itself with one of the most feared pirate gangs in the Andora Sector. The tide of war turned, Meiyo officers shot to the top of the local leaderboards, and here Worldworn is.”


      I study Belflower with what I’m sure is a look of disdain on my face. “So, remind me why you needed to waste my time with this?”


      Belflower sputters. “Isn’t it obvious? If he sees profit in betraying you, he will, Captain.”


      My gaze drifts to Worldworn, who’s remained silent through all this, if a little stiff. Silence is probably a pretty crafty play, here. In my experience, defending yourself tends to make you look guiltier.


      I turn back to my Engineer. “But he didn’t really betray you. He just used an asset you weren’t willing to. I call that warfare. I can see why the brass chose him.”


      That really seems to get to Belflower, and her face pinches up like she tasted something rotten. I can’t help chuckling. “Listen, Lieutenant. You have my condolences that the TOPO is better at video games than you. But it has nothing to do with me. If the brass thought he passed muster enough to serve on this ship, then there’s nothing I could do about that, even if I wanted to. Which I don’t.”


      Checking the time, I curse. “We’re officially behind schedule.” Like my new WSO, Belflower has not done very much to make me like her. “OPO, do we have clearance to leave yet?”


      “Aye, Captain. The roof’s peeling back now.”


      “Good. Worldworn, take off as soon as you can.”


      With that, a brittle silence settles over the bridge as the Ares shudders, then lurches as her landing gear parts with the concrete of the spaceport.


      The pressure of launch presses me gently into my seat—at first. Once we’re clear of the spaceport, Worldworn engages the primary boosters, and the gentle nudging becomes a giant’s fist trying to squash me into the command seat. The chair starts to rumble, the increasing vibration dampened only by its shocks, and soon enough, I feel my cheeks and lips flattening back against my teeth. Most of my new crewmembers have the decency to avert their eyes, but Asterisk gawks openly until I glare at him, and his eyes flit back to his station’s display, even though it has nothing relevant to show him.


      The tumult subsides around five minutes later as we leave the planet’s atmosphere. “Switching to positron reactor propulsion,” Worldworn says.


      “Acknowledged,” I say. Over the next several hours, the silence is broken only by Glory Belflower reporting on the results of each system check as they come in.


      “Power supply: green,” the lieutenant commander says, sounding as though she could burst into tears at any moment.


      Twenty minutes later: “Fault protection: green.” Her emotional state seems just as dismal as it was when I told her I didn’t care about her simulated space game. Already, I can tell this crew’s going to work out just great.


      At last, we reach the slip coords and begin the transition. I’d shut off the crew for this if I could—I’d prefer they didn’t see me in the state I’m about to be in. It isn’t good for starship crews to see their captain debilitated. But it also isn’t advisable to try to make these transitions solo.


      Transitioning into slipspace is like condensing an amphetamine high into a few seconds, and yes, I would know. The transition brings the most potent sense of euphoria it’s probably possible to experience without relying on a sim. You feel like king of the universe—of the multiverse, if it exists. If it doesn’t, at that moment you’re convinced that sooner or later someone will create one, just to honor you.


      After those few seconds, you pay for the intense high with the worst nausea ever visited on a biological being. I keep a reusable bag on hand for these occasions, and it’s not uncommon to see blood amongst the bile-covered chunks. Once, I was sure I’d vomited a piece of my stomach lining, and the stabbing pains that followed for hours did nothing to contradict the idea.


      Nanodeath is the only way to escape these sensations. If you try to sleep through them, slipspace will wrench you from your slumber and have its way with you all the same. But even enduring slipspace transitions as often as I do, I still refuse to enter nanodeath, ever. Not even once.


      That said, plenty of people consider the intense nausea worth it. More than a few Guardsmen have lost their jobs over the years for abusing slipspace. You can’t turn around or change direction at all once in slipspace, but they’d take the shortest routes possible or go out of their way to maximize the number of transitions, just to feel that high more often. They all get caught for doing that in pretty short order, and few are stupid enough. But I guess for the ones that kept doing it, it was worth it.


      As for the slipspace tunnels themselves, they’re basically singularities you can enter. Invisible tears in the fabric of space-time. Being singularities, they’ve always proven basically inscrutable to scientists, who’ve never made much headway in their study of slips. But at some point in the dim and distant past, someone gave us the Becker drive. I guess his or her name must have been Becker, but even my datasphere has no information on the inventor.


      All we know is that the drive opened up the galaxy to humanity, and we began to comb it for moons and planets we wouldn’t have to spend a thousand years terraforming, although we did that, too.


      When you’re in slipspace, sensors show nothing. Zero data. Not even a view of a blank void. Peering out of a hull sensor while in slipspace is like going temporarily blind, and not something I make a practice of.


      The only reason we can exit slipspace at predictable coordinates is because your speed is always constant inside it, and the distance traveled is directly proportionate to the distance in realspace, though of course you travel much, much farther.


      Nowadays, pirates, Troubleshooters, and Subverse spacescrapers comprise almost all slipspace traffic. No one seems to care that humanity never figured out how the hell slip travel works. We just accept that it does work and leave it alone.


      When the nausea passes, I wipe off my chin with the back of my hand. The crew are all avoiding eye contact. “Deactivate crew,” I say, without preamble. It’s not the most heartwarming way to say goodbye for several months, but it gets the job done.


      Next, I summon Dice from his closet, so I can look him over and assess the mechanic’s work. Normally, I’d have done that before we left Brinktown, but the brass’ ridiculous timeline prevented that.


      As expected, the tuneup looks great. At my command, Dice stands in the space between the command seat and my cabin hatch, leaving me just enough room to circle him, using my index knuckle to knock on his plating here and there, yanking on connectors to make sure they’re solid. I get him to lift his left arm, rotate it all around, hold it straight out. Then I have him repeat the process with his right.


      “Actuators seem good,” I say. “How many fingers is this?” I hold up my hand with my index, middle, and ring fingers held tight together.


      “Three,” Dice says. “Did you steal that framed photo?”


      I follow his gaze to the picture, which still leans against the command seat. Then I study his emotionless triangle face while I attempt to keep mine just as neutral.


      “I’m sure you must have,” he continues. “And it looks like someone stole something from you as well.” Dice snickers, which sounds more or less human, other than the slight reverb every Lambton bot speaks with. “A trade between thieves.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “That thing you have stuffed into your holster,” he says. “It’s a 3D-printed replica. A fake.”


      My stomach turns to ice as I fish my laser pistol from its holster. I remember letting Harmony see it. Her bag lay next to her on my bunk. And then the dog barked, distracting me...


      When I try to remove the pistol’s charge pack, I can’t. Dice is right: the thing is a fake, though it’s weighted just like the real thing.


      Even if I was willing to turn around and fall even further behind schedule, I couldn’t. Once you’re in slipspace, there’s no turning around. No changing course.


      My own daughter disarmed me, and whatever she’s planning, there’s nothing I can do about it.
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      IT TAKES FOUR AND A half months to reach the Junction System, and the time passes like a river of toxic sludge.


      More than once, I’m tempted to enter nanodeath to escape the circling thoughts about what Harmony might have done with my laser pistol. I figure chances are pretty good that whatever it was, she probably got caught doing it, meaning the pistol definitely got traced back to me. That would spell the end of my military career.


      But I don’t succumb to the siren song of nanodeath, and I don’t switch the crew on either, even though I’m tempted to do that too. That’s how I know this situation’s really getting to me.


      Instead, I kill time with an even more intense exercise routine than usual. Calisthenics, running on the treadmill, jogging awkwardly around the bridge with Maneater, working my way up the weight settings doing squats and deadlifts with the grav-bar—I wear myself out enough to sleep like a rock at night. Just the way I like it.


      I also clean the Ares way more than it really needs to be cleaned. The head stays sparkling, and the floor reminds me of the old barracks floor during Basic, right after it was scoured with a toothbrush by some seaman recruit who’d done something stupid or weak.


      When the Guard buys partner bots for Troubleshooters, they specifically request that Lambton Industries send them models that can’t be installed with cleaning subroutines. But I’m fine with that, honestly. I don’t even like having Dice present while I’m sweeping and scrubbing. Long experience says that it’s an invitation for endless commentary on the biological human condition.


      “After the first time you clean her, any dust you find aboard the Ares consists of your own dead skin cells,” he’ll say. Or, whenever I’m doing laundry: “That unit is incapable of removing all the fecal matter from your underwear.” (My uniform’s designed to repel dirt, but not my underwear. Probably for good reason.)


      As long as Dice stays in his closet, I’m happy enough to do the chores myself. It gives me something to do. Sims don’t appeal to me—in fact, ever since I graduated from Assessment and Selection they repulse me—and sometimes I need a break from the unending cycle of sleeping, eating, exercising, and reading.


      Mostly, I’m desperate to keep my mind occupied. Not just to stop myself from worrying about Harmony...but also to avoid another breakdown like the one I had during the slipspace journey to Earth. But I can’t think about that, and the moment it pops into my mind, I scramble to fill it with other thoughts.


      At last, we arrive in Junction, home to Tunis. My mission briefing says the Subverse here is working fine, but the electronic lock on the server room door has been compromised. Could be someone’s scraping sensitive data from the machines at this very moment. Whatever’s going on, a door breach means the servers’ location has been compromised, which is enough for the brass to send me to check things out.


      “Good morning, Captain,” Glory Belflower says once I activate the crew in preparation for slipspace transition. “I trust you had a pleasant journey.”


      “And you,” I say. I decide not to correct Belflower by mentioning that technically it’s late afternoon, Tunis time. I’m trying to start off the second encounter with my crew on the right foot. To tell the truth, I have a lump in my throat that feels egg-sized, and it’s not just anticipation of the impending nausea. I’m dreading what brainprints I might receive after our arrival in Junction System.


      The transition is as uncomfortable as always, and once we’re through I walk to the laundry chute in the bulkhead with the fabric barf bag, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.


      Halfway to the planet Tunis, we still haven’t received any brainprints, either from the Calabar Brinktown or the brass. I can’t decide if that’s a good sign or a bad sign. Probably, it doesn’t mean anything: unless they dispatched it within a few hours of the Ares leaving Calabar, any spacescraper would need more time to arrive here.


      Part of me feels like I should preemptively send a brainprint back to Calabar, if only to warn Dorothy that Harmony took my pistol. But that was four and a half months ago. I’m sure Harmony’s already done whatever damage she was going to do, and anyway, admitting to having my weapon stolen by a sixteen-year-old isn’t a great way to keep my career.


      For a moment, I wonder how Harmony’s mother, Marissa, would react to her daughter’s theft. But then, she probably pays us little enough attention that she’ll never notice.


      “Junction,” Tobias Worldworn says, studying his station’s display, sounding wistful. “This is the Subverse where I lived before joining the Guard.”


      “You mean you lived here? Not another iteration of you?” Belflower asks, eyeing him through narrowed slits. She gets as close to Worldworn as her station’s railing will allow. “Why didn’t you just send a copy to join the Guard? Unless you were running from something?”


      The old man shrugs. “You can’t actually live vicariously through a copy, Lieutenant Commander. I’m the one who wanted to join the Guard. I wasn’t interested in sending a copy.”


      The way Belflower’s lips tighten suggest she’s not completely satisfied with that answer. Either way, she turns to me next. “Captain, will we be versecasting our mission to Tunis?”


      “No,” I say, though I suspect she already knows the answer.


      Whether she did or not, Belflower puts on a good show of acting appalled. “Captain Pikeman, I really must urge you to change your mind. All the most popular Guardsmen versecast their missions. Considering who lives on Tunis, making this your first versecast would be an excellent start to putting extra tokens in your pocket—”


      “And in yours.”


      “Well, yes. We all would benefit. But the sponsorship deals that would present themselves to a Troubleshooter such as yourself, who’s never versecast before...well, I’m sure you’re aware of the reputation you’ve built up. You’ve become a figure of mystique, not just in the Andora Sector, but in the entire galactic Subverse. Word of your exploits travels to and fro, constantly. It seems barely a spacescraper arrives without fresh news of your deeds. But no one’s witnessed them for themselves. They’re starving for your versecasts, sir.”


      I frown at her. “So, when you asked if we’d be versecasting Tunis, you already knew the answer. You know I never versecast.”


      Her expression falters, but she recovers quickly. “Yes. The question was rhetorical, Captain.”


      “Uh huh. Do you think I could bother you to put aside your fame-lust long enough to check over my ship after her trip through slipspace?”


      Lips tightening again, she turns to her task. I smile to myself.


      Worldworn takes us through Tunis’ atmosphere with a deft hand. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s the smoothest atmospheric entry I’ve ever experienced, with heat shield and air brakes applied at just the right times to minimize jostling.


      “Have you served on a Troubleshooter’s ship before?” I ask him as we sail toward our planetside destination; a place called the Grotto.


      “I haven’t, sir.”


      “How do you know how to pull off such a smooth entry?” I’m the only one aboard who’d be affected by a bumpy ride, and it’s unusual for an upload to take biological considerations into account like that.


      Worldworn smiles, though he remains focused on his station, lowering the vessel the rest of the distance under anti-grav. “A simple combination of skill and empathy. I knew that, as a Trajectory Officer, I’d be responsible for taking a ship through plenty of atmospheres, so I subjected myself to every entry and exit simulation I could find, each subject to different conditions.”


      I nod, impressed.


      “We have clearance to land on Number Three, one of the Grotto’s four spacepads,” Aphrodite reports, blond hair swinging as she turns to relay the news. “Apparently, the closest thing they have to an enclosed spaceport is Arthur Eliot’s personal hangar, and it’s in use.”


      “Very good. Put us down where directed, Worldworn.”


      “Aye.”


      I catch myself looking at Aphrodite as Worldworn lines up the Ares as skillfully as he brought her through Tunis’ atmosphere. I curse myself silently, vowing not to let that happen again. It’s incredibly inappropriate for a captain to ogle one of his crew.


      Still, I have a good feeling about this crew. Could be they’ll actually turn out all right. There’s nothing in my past experience to suggest that, but a little irrational optimism never hurt anyone.


      Endless, hard-packed desert stretches to every horizon, where ground meets sky in a shimmering haze. As the Ares sinks, my view of the wasteland is replaced by the jewel that is the Grotto.


      Surrounded by massive rock formations that reach for the sky like grasping talons, the Grotto is named for the enormous caves carved out of those rocks by bots wielding nanodrills and laser torches. Inside those hollows rear the shaded buildings that once formed Tunis University.


      I spent part of the slipspace journey flicking through pages of information about Tunis. My datasphere holds enough information about the planet’s history to have kept me busy for nine months, but I was mostly interested in the former university. Apparently, it used to be one of the galaxy’s most coveted schools. Using the Ares’ sensors as my eyes, I can see why.


      A tiny paradise carved from the desert. Enough imported water to turn the Grotto into an oasis, with broad palm fronds providing shade at noon, when the system’s sun rises high enough to glare down between the towering rocks. According to my datasphere, the Eliots have been diligent about maintaining the university’s buildings, preventing them from crumbling like the rest of the galaxy’s structures have. Those structures were supposed to last for millennia, according to the engineers who built them, but that turned out to be nothing more than a sales pitch. They boasted advanced construction techniques, enabled by the same nanotechnology that gave birth to the Fount, but history has made fools of them, just like the rest of us. The galaxy’s crumbling at a much faster rate than they claimed it would.


      Anyway. Humans have always been attracted to places like the Grotto, each one representing a battle fought and won against nature. In the years leading up to the Fall, humanity fought many such battles, using their bots as proxy fighters. But in the end, nature won the war, didn’t she?


      With the Ares settled on the spacepad, I stand from the command seat and unsling my gun belt from where I hung it on the back. Only Dice knows the laser pistol’s a fake, and I already ordered him not to let on to anyone. I have no idea how long I’ll be able to maintain the ruse, especially if I run into a hostile. But I intend to keep it up for as long as I can.


      Outside the ship, the air is even worse than back in my Brinktown, even in the later afternoon. It feels like I’m sucking it straight from a furnace. I cough and force myself to slow down my breathing.


      “Welcome to the Grotto,” says an elderly man wearing a Guardsman uniform. He’s standing at attention at the bottom of the metal stairs leading down from the spacepad. When our eyes meet, he salutes, and I return it.


      My gaze wanders past him, toward the sound of falling water and squealing children, laughing and splashing. A broad pool graces the Grotto’s center, and water arcs from a fountain in intricate patterns; a lattice of liquid. A peaceful place.


      I don’t belong here.


      “I’m surprised to find you actually living in the Grotto,” I say as I fall in beside the Guardsman and we start to cross the palm-shaded expanse. “Sergeant Wile, isn’t it?”


      “That’s right. Didn’t the records tell you I’d be here?”


      “They did. It’s just unusual for a Guardsman to live among civilians, especially a Guardsman in charge of a terminal. It’s...not recommended.”


      Wile shrugs. “Mr. Eliot insisted on it. He said he wouldn’t have me living by myself out in the Tunis wilderness. Not on his planet. He even had his bots relocate the terminal here.”


      “It’s against protocol.”


      “He said that Eliots get to bend Guard protocol, seeing as how they founded it.” Wile sniffed. “With all due respect, Commander, everyone here understands the nature of my job. They know how important it is that no one else access the terminal.”


      “Is that why the server room location’s been compromised?”


      Wile’s jaw tightens under my glare, and after a few seconds, he averts his eyes.


      “Take me to the terminal,” I say.


      “Yes, sir.”


      We walk without talking. Above us, palm fronds stir, and their rustling fills the silence. There’s a boxing match happening up ahead, on a rubberized surface to the left of the path we’re on. After a few seconds, I realize I’m staring. Something like that would never happen in a Brinktown. Two men given a controlled outlet for their aggression? Not a chance. Brinktown men are either meek or ostracized.


      “This is it,” Wile says when we reach a short lane leading up to a red-brick, three-story structure whose roof joins seamlessly with the stone above.


      “You live here?”


      “I have a downstairs apartment.”


      “Still.”


      He leads me to a recessed side entrance and opens the door, gesturing for me to enter ahead of him.


      I whistle as I walk through a well-appointed kitchen, followed by a dining room featuring angular, modern-looking furniture. Modern for centuries ago, that is, when humanity still cared about advancing meatspace fashion.


      “This is a far cry from the tin-roofed shacks where most planetside Guardsmen live.”


      Wile doesn’t answer.


      “Give me your ID coin.”


      He fishes it out of his pocket, holding it out for my datasphere to scan, but his hand shakes too badly for it to get a read. I snatch it from him and hold it steady.


      The coin turns emerald, and this time I have no reason to doubt he is who the coin says he is. “Show me the terminal.”


      After five minutes alone in an unused bedroom with the terminal, I have the server room’s location and I’m ready to leave. Wile sits at the dining table when I pass through the room, and I give him a raised-eyebrow look as I cross to the kitchen.


      “Should I arrange some accommodations for you?” he asks before I pass out of sight.


      I glance back at him. “I’ll sleep on my ship.”


      Then, something catches my eye through the window behind him—a figure standing in the deepening twilight, facing the window and peering straight in.


      He’s wearing green robes and a hood that partially casts his face in shadow. Somehow, I’m positive it’s the same guy who was hanging around the outside of my ship back on Earth.


      “I have to go.” I sprint through the kitchen and wrenching open the door to the outside. I leave it swinging open as I run around the building in pursuit of my new robed stalker.
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      AT FIRST, IT’S LIKE Siberia: by the time I make it outside, the robed figure has vanished, despite there being no buildings close enough for him to have run to in time. Then I notice the twin rows of thick hedges that run parallel to the front of this building before angling slightly to run parallel to the next.


      That has to be where he went.


      The hard-packed sand gives decent traction as I skirt the greenery, listening for labored breathing coming from the other side. How fast can you run in robes, anyway? But this guy escaped me back on Earth, and I’m not feeling all that confident I’ll catch up to him here, either.


      Mostly, I’m feeling a bit crazy that I jumped so quickly to the conclusion that this has to be the same guy. What are the chances? Who would want to track me, and what means would anyone have to do it, besides that? We didn’t detect any other ships back in Sol—at least, my lousy excuse for an OPO didn’t tell me if we did. But I guess it’s possible someone was watching us from one of the planets, and then...


      What? Followed us to the Calabar Brinktown, then watched again to see which slip coords we made for when we left? Sure, entry coords tell you something about a ship’s destination. But without the exit coords, there’s a good chance you’ll end up deep in the black, far from any star.


      The more I think about it, the more I want to know. I run faster, the hedge flashing past on my right. The hard-packed sand gives way to a softer patch, and the going is harder, but surely that shouldn’t matter. Surely someone with a Guardsman’s conditioning should be able to catch a guy in robes.


      I round the corner, so that I’m running between the hedge and the next building, a pillared white monstrosity that gleams even in the dusk. My eyes are glued to the place where the foliage ends up ahead, and unbelievably, the figure emerges, way ahead of me. He’s running flat-out for the building after the white one—a jet-black triangle whose roof slopes back into the rock for Fount knows how far.


      Next thing, he’s through the glass doors, darting across what looks like a dimly lit lobby. The shadows swallow him, and I force my legs to move faster.


      I shove through the doors at top speed, making its hydraulics wheeze. Across the vast lobby is the only light source: a propped-open dark oak door, through which illumination trickles through. I make for it, footfalls echoing in the empty space.


      A second before I rush the door, I yank my fake pistol from its holster, raising it with my left hand cupped underneath my right as though to steady my aim.


      It takes me a few seconds to process what’s waiting for me on the other side. The green-robed figure is nowhere in sight. Instead, row after row of scarlet theater seats march down toward a curved stage bordered by five sets of navy curtains. Three children stand on the stage, frozen in tableau, their eyes on me.


      Blinking, I lower my weapon and frown.


      “Will you be in our play?” calls the center child—a girl who looks to be around eleven. Her hair falls in auburn curls past her shoulders, and she’s wearing a ruffled blue dress that’s at least a size too big for her.


      “Uh. What?”


      “I asked would you be in our play. We need someone to play the part of Polonius. You look old enough.”


      “He can’t be in it,” says the boy standing to her right, his cheeks dimpled in consternation. “Look at his face.”


      “So what?” the girl shoots back. “Polonius could have had a red mark on his face like that. It’s not about what’s on the outside, Thomas. It’s about what’s inside. In this case, acting ability.”


      That’s pretty cliche, but I’m charmed by it anyway. I take a moment to glance around the theater—between the rows and along the mahogany-paneled walls. Then I tuck the replica laser pistol back into its holster and start down one of the two aisles that trisect the theater’s seating.


      “Did you kids see a man wearing green robes?”


      The girl shakes her head. The unnamed boy on her left remains statue-like, still staring at me with wide eyes. “No man came in here, except you,” she says.


      “Does the lobby lead anywhere else?”


      I watch her eyes drift upward. “The balcony.”


      I whirl around, fingers brushing the butt of the pistol as I scan the seats above. Nothing that I can see, but the figure could be crouching behind the barrier.


      Except, I’m starting to think I’m crazy again. “Did you hear footsteps running across the lobby?” I ask, turning back toward the stage. I’m standing halfway between it and the entrance, now.


      “Just yours,” the girl says.


      “Hmm.” The strong possibility that the figure isn’t real weighs heavily on my thoughts. It may be time to change the subject. I squint at her. “I’m way too young to play Polonius.”


      “You’re much older than I am, and I’m playing Ophelia. Besides, people didn’t live as long back then.”


      “I could do Hamlet, maybe.”


      The girl rolls her eyes. “You just barged into our rehearsal and now you’re trying to assign yourself the lead role? Typical male.”


      Chuckling at her precociousness, I continue down the stairs to check for something. “Is someone else already playing Hamlet?” I ask, eyes on the ceiling over the stage.


      “Are you seriously offering to be in our play?” she says. The other children have started to relax a little more. Their eyes are less wide, and they’ve resumed the aimless fidgeting typical of children.


      “No,” I say, reaching the foot of the stage. I point toward the ceiling, at a dully reflective, jet-black fixture, a polygon with many facets. “But you have an Auto Actor. Why not use it to fill in whatever parts you’re missing?”


      “It’s broken.”


      “Where’s the interface?”


      The girl points to her left. “Just backstage.”


      “Mind if I take a look?”


      She shrugs.


      I climb onto the raised platform, noting the seam near the front of the stage that indicates it retracts to reveal an orchestra pit beneath. A right turn brings me to an alcove that houses a wall-mounted terminal. Within seconds, my datasphere syncs with it and begins diagnosing the problem.


      Guardsman dataspheres represent the next best thing to having a planetary intranet linked by spacescraper to a galactic internet. That doesn’t exist anymore outside the Subverse, but military-grade dataspheres hold an amount of information comparable to one of the old planetary nets.


      Civilian dataspheres do not. Just as biological humans are now charged a large sum to upload to the Subverse, non-Guardsmen also pay dearly for information. Why wouldn’t they? After Bacchus Corp vacuumed up the vast majority of the species, barely anyone was left in the real to get together and fight for their rights.


      It doesn’t take long for my datasphere to serve up step-by-step instructions for fixing the Auto Actor. All it takes is a simple reformat, and I have the last version of the firmware ever made for it, ready for me to reinstall.


      Why would a soldier need to have Auto Actor firmware at his disposal, you ask? Why not? Information is power, and we sure aren’t well-provisioned in other ways. Giving us a wealth of information is the least the Five Families could allow.


      Ten minutes or so later, the Auto Actor finishes rebooting after the firmware reinstall, and I turn toward the trio of thespians, flicking through the device’s library of plays using my datasphere, which is still connected to it. I find Hamlet, select a scene, and execute. The prince appears onstage, dressed in ridiculous, puffy clothing. “To be or not to be,” he says. I turn him off.


      “So what’s the plan?” I say. “Broadcast your play through the Subverse? Live from the Grotto?”


      The girl continues to speak for the three of them. “That’s what my father asked. But no. This is just for the enjoyment of the people who live and work here. It’s more special, that way.”


      I raise my eyebrows. Now she’s speaking my language. On a hunch, I say: “Your father?”


      “Arthur Eliot. I’m Faelyn Eliot.”


      “I see.” I was wondering whether I’d actually meet an Eliot while I was here. Here’s my answer. The daughter of the biological head of one of the Five Families. No wonder she’s precocious. “Well, good luck with your play,” I say, starting back up the aisle.


      “The Auto Actor’s just for practicing,” she calls after me. “I want every role filled by real people.”


      “Good luck,” I call back, meaning it.


      “You can be Hamlet if you really want.”


      “I’m already committed to a role in a different performance.” I glance back over my shoulder. “Shouldn’t you kids get home, before the scorpions come out?” Based on my slipspace reading, Tunis is lousy with the things.


      “My father’s bots keep them out of the Grotto, for the most part. There are snakes, though.”


      “Then you should get home. Your mothers must be wondering where you are.” But I continue on up the stairs without lecturing them further, since I have no actual authority over these children beyond giving good advice.


      Something bothers me about Faelyn’s fear of snakes, and I query my datasphere as I cross the theater lobby. Just as I thought: Tunis has no snakes. That’s odd.


      An alert pings my datasphere as I cross the Grotto, informing me I have a brainprint waiting for me. My heart makes an escape attempt up my throat before I can get a hold of myself, willing my body back to the state of calm readiness where all Guardsmen are supposed to live. Guardsmen that want to survive, that is, in a cold, empty galaxy that can afford to wait for months, sometimes years, between its attempts to kill you.


      There’s no question what news that brainprint will bring: the aftermath of whatever Harmony was planning to do with my laser pistol and the family bot. The only mystery is whether I’m about to lose my job.


      I decide to take the ’print sitting in the command seat. It might be the last time I sit there as captain of the Ares, but until I’m discharged, I remain fully in command.


      Instead of a Guard officer, my Aunt Dorothy appears before me, which brings a measure of relief.


      Not much relief, though: her face is pale, stricken. This is Dorothy Pikeman as she was four and a half months ago, when the brainprint was taken and sent on a spacescraper through slipspace to find me. A brainprint is a temporary upload of your consciousness at the time of sending. Once it reaches the recipient, that version of your consciousness then has the conversation for you, and a recording is sent back to you to see how it went. The idea is that the consciousness will say what you would have said—this is how people communicate efficiently across interstellar distances that take months to traverse. Once we’re finished talking, Dorothy’s brainprint will be deleted, and another spacescraper will take the recording back to her.


      “Harmony’s your daughter, Joe Pikeman, there’s no question of that now. I always prayed to the Fount she wouldn’t turn out like you, but now look what’s happened.”


      “Nice to see you too,” I say, then shake my head, unable to enjoy sarcasm like I normally can. “Just tell me what happened.”


      “This might top anything you’ve ever done. She stole the Europa’s Gift.”


      “She...wait. She stole it?”


      “Who knows where in the galaxy she is right now? She could be dead, Joe. And it’s all thanks to you.”


      But I’m still processing what Dorothy just told me. The Europa’s Gift is the only spaceship in the Calabar Brinktown. Was the only spaceship, I guess—owned by Daniel Sterling. Harmony’s absentee grandfather.


      Harmony’s words echo in my head: I’m going to make him pay. Someday, I’ll make him pay.


      Clearly, she meant a lot sooner than she was letting on.


      “Joe?” my aunt says, voice shrill.


      “How?” I manage. “How did she do it?”


      “No one’s completely figured that out yet, as far as I can tell,” Dorothy says. “And I should know, considering the law bots have questioned me about a million times in the last two days. The security footage shows her with a laser pistol, but they think it’s a replica from Memcon. Either way, she didn’t have to use it. Every security door opened for her—P3P plugged into it, and it opened.” P3P is the old family bot. “They think she had ‘worms’ loaded onto him, whatever they are. But they said these worms were custom-made to crack the type of security door Sterling was using. They got her all the way to the bridge of his ship, and she was gone.”


      Dorothy’s been holding it together, but now she breaks down, sobs racking her virtual proxy’s body. I’d have some sympathy for her, but I know her well enough to predict what’s coming next.


      “What did you do to her, Joe? What did you say to her, when you visited? Whatever it was, it drove her to this.”


      Ah, yes. The “blame Joe” step. Classic. “No,” I say. “It wasn’t me. She’s been planning this for a long time.”


      Clearly, I was just carrying the final piece she needed: a laser pistol, in case she ran into any trouble hijacking Europa’s Gift. Or out there in the bleak. A teenage girl, by herself.


      I’d be impressed, if I didn’t feel sick. Part of me wants to laugh, but a large part wants to scream.


      “You have to fix this, Joe,” Dorothy’s saying. “You have to do something.”


      “I’ll do what I can,” I say. But I’m not sure what that is, yet. Harmony could be anywhere by now. And wherever she is, she’s carrying the laser pistol registered to me. A ticking time bomb to explode my career or my sanity, probably both.


      I end the conversation, willing my ship to transmit the recording to the next spacescraper it detects. I can’t look at my aunt anymore. Hell, I can barely face the truth:


      If I lose Harmony, I’ll never forgive myself.
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      THE NEXT DAY, I HAVE my datasphere rouse me early enough that a look through the outside sensors tells me barely anyone’s awake in the Grotto. Just a couple of figures shrouded in the early-morning gloom as they wander the old university grounds.


      Good. Unlike Sergeant Wile, I want as little to do with the people living here as possible. What time I leave, what direction I went, whether it seems likely I’ll return—all details I like to leave as fuzzy as possible, as a matter of general policy. The more information you leak into your environment, the more likely it is to find its way into the hands of an enemy who’ll use it to gut you.


      At first, I figure the two men I can see for custodians, but I want to make sure. My datasphere takes the sensor on a zoom, cleaning up the image for me. One of the men carries a black bag with him as he picks up trash and drops it inside, but the other actually turns out to be Sergeant Wile, marching crisply through the Grotto, casting his gaze here and there.


      What’s he looking for? Maybe he does this every morning, and he’s more vigilant than I thought.


      “Maybe he’s looking for snakes,” I say, and chuckle.


      I will the sensor feed away, and the bridge takes its place. I’m sitting in the command seat, feeling like I could go back to sleep right here. Sleeping in the seat during the months I had good old Sheldon aboard—I think I got too used to it.


      At my command, my TOPO and OPO appear at their respective stations, exchange glances, then turn to me.


      “Captain,” Worldworn says, saluting. “Where are our Weapon Systems and Engineering officers?”


      “We shouldn’t need them today,” I say. “This way, there’ll be less chatter during our trip across Tunis.”


      Aphrodite salutes too, but it doesn’t stop her from questioning me. “Seems unwise to leave our Engineer turned off.”


      “Yes,” I say. “There’s a nanoscopic chance the same systems that showed all-green yesterday will fail today. There’s also a chance the scorpions of Tunis will gain sentience and mount a ground-to-air attack as we fly over the desert. But I’d rather risk those outcomes than endure Belflower’s nagging or Asterisk’s stupidity. Understood?”


      “Yes, sir,” the chief says, though her eyebrows are hiked halfway up her forehead. She glances at Worldworn, but he avoids her gaze, his face a study in neutrality.


      “Take us into the air, Lieutenant,” I say. “You’ll find the server room’s coords at the top of your readout.”


      “Aye,” Worldworn says, and minutes later, we’re in the air.


      Not wanting to block out the entire bridge while the Ares is moving, I position a rectangle showing a view of the planet’s surface in the bottom-right quadrant of my vision.


      Shades of beige, brown, and white flash past, dotted with scraggly black—Tunis’ version of vegetation, outside the Grotto. I doubt palm trees and hedgerows would survive even there if it wasn’t for constant human attention.


      Occasionally, colors I don’t expect appear. Swirls of green and blue. Could be lichen, but mineral deposits are more likely, I think. I’ll look it up later. I enjoy that part of the job. With its hundreds of billions of stars and trillions of planets, you never know what configuration the galaxy’s going to cough up next.


      The view helps me take my mind off the fact I don’t have a working weapon. My conscious mind, anyway. Somewhat. My subconscious is clearly pretty concerned: I catch my finger tapping my holster nervously, and I force it to stop.


      It should be fine. My orders mentioned a faulty security door, but said nothing about damage to the servers themselves. Sure, could be some nerdy crook is in there trying to jack sensitive data to sell on the black market, but how much of a fight is someone like that really going to put up?


      I’m kidding myself, I know that. If someone breached the door with data-jacking in mind, they’re probably serious. It would mean pirates, most likely. I need to be careful.


      Problem is, the terminal guarded by the mighty Sergeant Wile told me that the server room is hidden inside a maze of a cave system surrounded by thousands of miles of nothing. If I run into pirates underground with no way to defend myself, it’s gonna get hairy. If I’m shot, the chance is basically zero of a friendly stumbling upon me as I gasp my last breaths.


      But I should try to keep things light-hearted.


      “Putting her down now, sir,” Worldworn says.


      “Acknowledged,” I mumble, but I’m staring at the expanding Tunis landscape, unable to spot anything that could be a cave entrance. “Where is it?”


      Worldworn sniffs—an affectation, the sort that ignites my hatred of all things Subverse. Uploads don’t need to sniff. “See that tangle of shrubs, there?”


      I squint, willing my datasphere to identify the plant and call up some information on it. “Those are brambles,” I say. Huh. No doubt that growth is part of what’s keeping the server room concealed. But if the brass thought I was going to wade through a sea of thorns, they must forget what it’s like to be at my pay grade.


      “No,” I say. “Don’t land. OPO, try to figure out where the cave entrance is likely to be. I’m grappling down.”


      “Yes, sir,” she says, but I can tell she’s not a fan of the decision.


      A few minutes later, I’m dangling at the end of a hook, lowering toward the brambles on a nanofiber line that feeds from a dispenser on the airlock bulkhead.


      I peer into the distance, where the sun hovers a few inches over the horizon, and I consult the datasphere overlay for the cardinal direction. Then I look back down. “Nudge us a couple feet to the south-south east,” I say over comlink.


      “Aye,” Worldworn answers, and the Ares moves, swinging me slightly.


      “There. That’s perfect.”


      I slip neatly between two bunches of thorns, and my feet touch down on solid rock at the bottom of a shallow hole in the ground.


      At first, I can’t see the entrance to the tunnels. Maybe we have the wrong spot. I unhook the line from my suit’s belt to crouch below the brambles.


      There it is: a shadowed gap barely a foot high. Staring at it for a few seconds, tamping down claustrophobia already trying to get a hold of me, I try to imagine what installing this server room must have been like. The scale of the excavation it must have taken. Open a giant hole in the ground somewhere a couple miles to the north, set up your collapsible crane, spend a few weeks lowering equipment into position. Spend several more painstaking weeks covering up your work with sand and stone so it looks like untouched virgin desert again.


      All for just one small part of one sector of humanity’s new digital home.


      “Okay,” I tell myself. “Enough stalling.” Certain it won’t fit through, I unseal my helmet, take it off, and place it on the ground nearby. Then, lying on my back, I scrabble forward, propelling my feet through the gap and willing night vision on as the rest of my body passes through.


      The ground gives way a lot quicker than I expected, and I fall a short distance. The impact sends a painful shock through my ankles, and I grunt. Should have poked my head through for a look first. Sloppy.


      Lesson learned, I make a careful study of every inch before progressing onto it. Luckily, cold, unbroken sandstone seems the norm from here on out, with occasional crystal stalactites sticking down like stubby fangs. Which doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to drop my guard. My orders called this place a maze for a reason. Plenty of off-shooting tunnels, and natural alcoves for enemies to hide in. My datasphere paints a glowing yellow path on the rock for me to follow, like a weirdly uniform stretch of bioluminescent fungus.


      The good news is, if anyone’s here, I doubt they know I’m coming. The ship’s sensors didn’t pick up on any observers, organic or otherwise, and they’re sophisticated enough to spot even nanodrones.


      Still, I make my way through the tunnels with my fake laser pistol up, figuring it’s best to appear armed, even if I’m really not.


      That turns out to be a miscalculation, because it’s probably why whoever spots me starts shooting.


      Just before I reach the server room door, my night vision blooms out, going bright green-white—someone’s shining a light from up ahead. Before I can react, a gunshot booms in the confined space, followed closely by another. Both miss, but one hits close enough to spray me with shards of rock.


      I flinch away. As my night vision adjusts, my eyes fall on a figure up ahead, partially concealed by the next turn in the rock. He’s lining up his next shot.


      I throw myself back as the weapon booms again. I’m supine on the rock, now, scrabbling across it, till my body is partially around a bend. Part of me is still exposed, I know, and when the weapon fires again without hitting me, I know it’s more luck than I’m entitled too.


      Scrambling to my feet, I start barreling back the way I came, hoping that, whoever my attacker is, the fact he’s using a kinetic weapon means he’s under-equipped. Because if he has night vision too, I might be screwed.


      “Worldworn,” I say over comlink. “Turn on the WSO.”


      Nothing comes back. I was afraid of that. I’m too deep for the signal to penetrate the sandstone.


      I keep trying, and finally, my breath getting more ragged, I manage to get through.


      “I read you, sir,” the lieutenant says.


      “Position the Ares back where it was.” Right now, she’s sitting on the sand where I ordered Worldworn to land after lowering me. I told him to take off at the barest hint of movement, since I left the outer airlock hatch open with the line dangling out. “I need an evac. Activate the WSO, tell him there might be a hostile coming out after me, and for Fount’s sake tell him not to shoot me.”


      “Will do, Captain.”


      I check over my shoulder before piling on more speed despite my burning lungs and legs. Doesn’t matter how good your conditioning is, mortal terror will tire you out faster than anything else.


      My night vision blooms out again, whitening for a second before switching off automatically. That’s good. It does this in response to bright light ahead: the exit.


      With a running leap, I throw myself up the steep incline I fell down earlier, fingers latching onto a narrow crevice. I haul myself up and wriggle through the gap.


      The hook dangles there, waiting for me, and my opinion of Worldworn ratchets up another notch. My helmet’s still here, too. I shove it on, not waiting for it to seal before I secure the hook on my belt. “Good to go,” I tell the lieutenant, grabbing the line with both hands.


      In less than a minute, I’m back on the bridge, stowing my helmet before taking the command seat. A glance through one of the Ares’ belly sensors tells me my attacker still hasn’t made an appearance.


      When I will the sensor’s view away, my OPO’s staring at me from her station. She glances meaningfully toward the WSO station, and I follow her gaze to where the freshly activated ensign stares at me with wide eyes.


      “He’s out of sorts,” Aphrodite says. “Keeps asking why he wasn’t activated before we left the Grotto. I doubt he would have had the concentration needed to properly cover you just now, if you’d needed that.”


      “What’s your point?” I ask, but I already know.


      “Maybe next time you’ll activate every crewmember.”
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      ONLY BY PULLING RANK do I manage to extract Arthur Eliot’s whereabouts from a reluctant Sergeant Wile.


      “Shooting scorpions out past the western border of the Grotto,” Wile says at last. Beyond him, Faelyn Eliot sits on the lip of the Fountain, working on repairing a toy drone. Presumably the toy belongs to the boy sitting next to her, who’s watching her work with an anxious expression.


      Fixing the toy drone reminds me of the sort of thing Harmony would have been doing at Faelyn’s age. Come to think of it, they kind of look alike. That fills me with a cocktail of emotions, few of them pleasant. Please, Fount, let Harm be okay.


      Tearing my eyes away from Eliot’s daughter, I start west.


      “I wouldn’t interrupt him, if I were you,” Wile calls after me.


      It should already be obvious I don’t consider Wile a good source of advice, so I decide not to bother saying it. Hell, I’ve already disregarded good advice from my OPO today, so the sergeant doesn’t stand much of a chance at all.


      “What’s for dinner?” I ask Arthur Eliot when I find him a few hundred meters into the desert, engaged in exactly the activity Wile described: shotgunning scorpions with...well, with a shotgun. More kinetic weaponry. I flash back to my recent experience in the caves and frown.


      When he turns, Eliot staggers a bit, almost tripping over a scorpion corpse. To his credit, he lowers the weapon as he pivots, instead of pointing it at me like some Fount damned yokel. “Who are you?”


      I pop out my ID coin and flick it toward him—an easy catch. At the apex of its arc, the sun glints off the metal. Then the coin lands at Eliot’s feet. A full second later, his gaze follows it down.


      Yep. Arthur Eliot is drunk.


      I hate meeting childhood heroes.


      “Guardsman,” Eliot mumbles, and my datasphere has to replay the word for me so I can make out what he said. “Troubleshooter,” he adds.


      “That’s right,” I say. “And since you’re the biological head of the family that created the Guard, I’m wondering if you can tell me what you’re doing out here putting yourself at risk.” Not to mention the Guard itself. We’re pretty dependent on a living Eliot to get what supplies and funding we get, though a lot of Guardsmen are pretty dissatisfied with the job Arthur here has been doing on that front.


      “The fewer scorpions the better,” Eliot says. He raises a hand toward his chest, where a flask hangs suspended from a thong, but he hesitates before returning the hand to the shotgun’s stock.


      “You have more than enough bots to keep them out of the Grotto,” I say.


      “Why’d we have to bring scorpions to Tunis, anyway?” Eliot says, apparently ignoring my perfectly good point.


      “Insect control, I would guess.”


      The corner of Eliot’s mouth peels back in an ugly sneer. “The cure’s worse than the disease.”


      “With all due respect, Mr. Eliot, you’re not helping anyone, out here. You have people back there who need you. Do you realize how lucky you are, to get to raise a family in a place like this?”


      Part of me expects him to sneer again at the idea that an Eliot might be lucky. “An Eliot is an Eliot,” I expect him to tell me. It’s just what you expect from people born sucking the silver spoon. But he doesn’t say anything, and his expression changes to something that looks a lot like shame.


      “Luck is a matter of perspective,” he says at last, again so quiet that my datasphere has to play it back.


      I nod. “What can you tell me about the Fallen living out in the desert?”


      Eliot blinks at me as my words work their way through his soggy brain. I doubt he’d be able to feign surprise convincingly in the state he’s in, so when surprise finally dawns on his face, I believe it. “Fallen?” he says. “They’re still alive?”


      “So you know about them.”


      “They crashed in an asteroid mining vessel halfway through last year. Satellite imagery told us they weren’t heading for the Grotto, so we left them alone. There’s been no sign of them for months. I assumed they died out there—nights as cold as ours. Planet full of scorpions.”


      “Surely you know about the trouble with the Junction server?”


      Eliot nods.


      “And it didn’t cross your mind that they might be the ones messing with it? Some warning would have been nice.”


      No response.


      “Where’d they get the weapons?” I say.


      “Didn’t know they had any.” Eliot’s eyes fall to his shotgun, and they widen slightly, like he just realized how bad this looks. “They must have had them in their mining station, out in the asteroid belt. Must have brought them along for the ride.”


      I hold his gaze for several long seconds, and he looks back at me with the earnest, watery eyes of a drunk. His lower lip twitches, then he says: “There really are a lot of scorpions. More than there should be.”


      Sighing, I walk toward him, and he holds his ground. Good man. “Excuse me,” I say, and he steps back.


      I pick up my ID coin from the ground, sliding it back into its slot. “Come home, Mr. Eliot. Come home to your family.” But he doesn’t, and I walk back to the Grotto alone.


      Before I reach the first rock, which is only a meter high, a shot echoes across the desert. I glance back to check that Eliot’s still standing, then continue on.


      It’s never easy to know what you’re dealing with, when it comes to Fallen. Stereotypically, they’re savages who’ve cast off civilization—if you can call our Subverse-based society civilization. Personally, I struggle with that.


      But for better or worse, I’m part of that society. The Fallen aren’t. The Fount is designed to be passed on through the generations, from parent to child, but the Fallen hate the Subverse and everything it stands for. They expelled the Fount from their bodies generations ago, and they refuse to take any part in a galaxy that supports something like the Subverse, the place where most of humanity fled when the going got too tough.


      Of course, that’s just the stereotype. Some Fallen are in the situation they’re in through sheer bad luck. The Fall caught them with their pants down, and they were cut off from the rest of the galaxy without slipspace-capable craft, forced to fend for themselves. Some of them kept their Fount, I’m sure. But it can be difficult to tell the galaxy-hating Fallen from the merely down-on-their-luck Fallen.


      My rule of thumb? If they shoot at me, I shoot back.


      As I work my way through the ever-larger rock outcrops, I pass a couple combat bots, whose job it actually is to shoot scorpions. They take no notice of me. A minute later, I come to the broad base of a massive rock claw, one of those that give the Grotto its name. Zelah Eliot, Arthur’s wife, is waiting there. I don’t need to ask her name. She’s in enough Eliot family photos kicking around Guardsman dataspheres for me to know.


      Typically, I react to an unexpected encounter with a beautiful woman by schooling my face to bland disinterest, as I do now. That’s because I spend the vast majority of my time alone on a spaceship with a robot who I keep in a closet, and what my body really wants to do is roll around on the ground, wagging its tail and howling. So I keep a tight rein on it.


      “Hello,” I say.


      She wears a white sundress. Wheat-colored hair stretches past high cheekbones to curl at the tips, cupping a defined chin. Smoke-colored eyes crinkle with worry, an expression that can’t hide the wisdom living behind them. “I was told you went out to my husband,” she says with a voice like silk. “Is there trouble?”


      “Depends what kind you mean, ma’am. The head of the Eliot family shouldn’t be alone in the desert blasting scorpions with an ancient shotgun liable to explode in his hands.”


      “The gun’s been checked,” Zelah says. “And three combat bots keep watch on him at any given time, out of sight so that he doesn’t order them away. Other than that, there’s no stopping him.” There’s something behind the look she’s giving me. Something she’s trying to tell me. “Would you accompany me back to the house?”


      “Uh...” I clear my throat. “Okay.”


      We cross the Grotto and climb a long, gentle slope that leads to the largest cave, which is dominated by the red-brick monster occupied by the Eliots. I tell myself that it doesn’t matter who sees me going into the Eliot residence alone with Mrs. Eliot. This is strictly business, I know that and they know that. Ignore the sets of eyes riveted to us at this very moment. There’s Sergeant Wile, there’s Faelyn, there’s the custodian from earlier, who’s been wandering the ground all this time. The only one not watching us is Faelyn’s friend, whose drone appears to be fixed. He’s flying it near the fountain, which seems like asking for it to get broken beyond repair.


      Once we’re inside the massive foyer, surrounded by what must be priceless paintings as well as marble busts of Eliots long uploaded to the Subverse, Zelah turns toward me, looking somewhat more businesslike. “Please,” she says. “Don’t approach Arthur when he’s drunk again.”


      I tell her about almost getting killed by Fallen, and her expression softens.


      “I’m sorry,” she says. “But I mean what I said.”


      “Fine,” I say, then I shake my head. “It’s sad to see Arthur Eliot in that state.” Frightening, too, if I’m being honest.


      Zelah’s features tighten, and I can tell her husband’s behavior is causing her a lot of pain. She seems keen to change the subject. “How can Fallen pose a threat to a Troubleshooter?” she asks.


      “I...” I have cause to clear my throat again. What an awkward question. As often happens in such cases, a lie springs from my thoughts fully formed and hovers before my mind’s eye, tempting me. “This isn’t real,” I say at last, grasping the holstered fake. “My real pistol was stolen.”


      “By whom?”


      I sigh. “My daughter.”


      A smile tugs at Zelah’s lips, but one made mostly of confusion. Still, she doesn’t pry, which I’m grateful for. I have to admit, so far meeting the Eliots has me liking them both more than I would have expected. Yes, the Eliots are legends to me, but I’ve always been pessimistic about meeting legends.


      “Come with me.” Then, without missing a beat, she turns and walks toward a broad staircase carpeted in maroon. She’s already five steps up before I start to follow, but she’s apparently unconcerned—she doesn’t look back to make sure I’m coming.


      Zelah Eliot leads me through one endless hallway, then another. Then she stops, waiting next to a set of giant mahogany doors.


      “This—” I say when I reach her, but I’m cut off by her turning both handles and pushing. The doors swing inward to reveal a cavern of a master bedroom, all hung with ivory curtains and drapes. At the other end sits a bed so large that it looks proportionate to the rest of the chamber.


      She walks inside, and again I hesitate. “Come,” she says without turning, making for the bed. I swallow hard, then follow.


      Eyes unbelieving, I watch as she crawls onto the bed. As the dress pulls taut around her petite frame, I tell myself I should look away, but I don’t, except to glance back once at the still-open bedroom doors.


      She reaches the head of the bed, and I know what comes next: she’ll settle herself against the pillows and beckon to me with a slender hand.


      But that doesn’t happen. Instead, both hands rise toward an ornate, chocolate-brown hexagon—a wall mount, which I was too distracted to notice before. In its center hangs a weapon I recognize instantly. It’s a Shiva Knight’s blaster, no doubt restored. It’s been polished till it gleams.


      Zelah carefully removes it from the pegs that hold it there, then returns with it to the foot of the bed, dismounting gracefully without the use of her hands. She holds the weapon toward me.


      At first, I can only stare. When I finally lift my hands, they’re both trembling. I’m feeling just as excited as I did moments ago, though for a completely different reason.


      When I take it from her, it’s heavier than I expect. I like it, though. The weight feels right.


      With a small flourish, I point it across the bedchamber, away from Zelah, my left hand rising automatically to support the other, to steady my aim.


      My hands aren’t trembling anymore. “Who gave you this?” I ask, maintaining the bead I’ve drawn on a carved dresser.


      “It belonged to a Shiva Knight who died in the Core. A Guardsman brought it here, all the way from the galaxy’s center. I don’t know how he passed the sector barriers, but he did, and we didn’t ask how. The Guardsman said that the knight would have wanted us to have it. Some say the Knighthood grew from the Guard.”


      Lowering the Shivan blaster, I turn to face her. “The knight...he failed in his quest, then?”


      She nodded. “I want you to have his blaster.”


      It’s hard to imagine what my face must look like right now. “How...how can you give me this?”


      Her eyes crinkle, and I get the sense she’s on the verge of tears. “Arthur...you saw how he is. That’s been the way with him for a while.” She shakes her head. “This is how I can feel like I’m doing something. You should take the blaster. I feel that strongly. Keep the Grotto safe from whoever tried to kill you.”


      “Okay.”


      She crosses the room to an oak chest, lifts the lid, and pulls out a gun belt. “This is for the blaster. I doubt it’ll fit into the holster you’re wearing.”


      I unbuckle my old gun belt and let it fall to the floor. Then I take the one Zelah’s offering and pull it tight around my waist. It has pockets filled with charge packs—two on the right and two on the left, within easy reach. Checking the blaster, I find it’s already loaded with a fifth charge pack. I lower it into its holster.


      It feels right.


      We look at each other, and her lips are pressed firmly together. It seems there’s nothing left to say. I head for the open bedroom doors.


      I pause on the threshold and turn my head to the left, taking her in one last time. “So you’re the glue that holds this place together.”


      She takes a single step toward me, then stops. “You told me the truth about your daughter taking your gun. That struck me. Why did you do that? It might have caused a lot of trouble for you. You could have made something up to tell me.”


      I turn a little more, so I can look straight into her storm-colored eyes. “Lies are weapons,” I say. “You should only use one on somebody you mean to kill.”


      With that, I turn again and leave the way I came.
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      I EMERGE FROM THE ELIOT residence and realize this is the best view of the Grotto available—time and place. I’m struck dumb by it, and I halt not far from the Eliots’ doorstep, drinking it in. The oasis spreads out before me, a broad oval of green and blue and gold, glistening in the noontime sun that beats down through the gap overhead. The pool sparkles like a diamond, and I notice the children have been sent to one side of it while, opposite them, a priest of the Fount preaches to a crowd of twenty or so.


      Somewhere, someone plays a harp, its notes intermingling with the children’s laughter and the priest’s cadence. It’s all so idyllic that it should seem cornball, but it doesn’t. For the first time, I let myself see how special this place is. How it’s an oasis in more ways than one. And, just for a moment, it kills me that I’ll have to leave when my work is done here.


      A couple kids sit amidst the adults listening to the preacher. Faelyn is one of them. I head east, giving the sermon a wide berth, but Faelyn spots me and stands, marching straight toward me with purpose. A smile tugs at my lips, and I tamp it down.


      Maybe some would consider it rude for a child to stand up and leave in the middle of the sermon, but no one in the congregation seems to object. Probably, they’re used to Arthur Eliot’s daughter coming and going as she pleases. It’s in her character, that’s already clear to me, and her station in life grants free rein for that character to express itself in any way it wishes.


      “How’s the play going?” I ask once her sand-shifting footfalls draw near enough for conversation. “Auto Actor still working fine?”


      “Fine,” she agrees. “But I’m still using it just for practice. I only want people from the Grotto to act in the performance.”


      I nod. “That’s good.”


      A pause from Faelyn as she catches up with me, falling in step. “If I can’t find enough people, do you think I should approach some bots to be in it?”


      “No.”


      “Why?”


      I glance down at her. “A bot can’t act. A bot just is what it is.”


      “Kind of like you.”


      That makes me stare at her in silence for a few seconds longer. “I’m leaving the Grotto,” I say at last. “Past the perimeter of combat bots. You can’t follow.”


      Without argument, she stops where she is, watching me go, solemn-faced. I face forward and continue on.


      “Is that daddy’s gun?” she calls after me.


      “No,” I call back. “It’s mine.”


      For the third time today, I find myself winding between the rock outcrops that surround the Grotto. This time, they dwindle in size as I progress through them.


      The combat bots don’t try to stop me from leaving. Nor do they advise against it. They’re programmed to recognize me for what I am, and not to get in my way.


      I put about as much distance between myself and the Grotto as Arthur Eliot did. Then I unclasp the strap holding the Shivan blaster in place, and wait.


      A tool is only as good as its user. Back in Basic Training, I was fingered as potential Troubleshooter material pretty early on, though I didn’t know it at the time. Instructors took note of how easily I manipulated the amped-up datasphere they gave every recruit, wearing it like a second skin, integrating it like a sixth sense. It’s about reaction time, yes. It’s about having a steady hand. But more than that, it’s about trusting the thing to save your life, and to help you kill when the time comes.


      The blaster Zelah gave me is like the kinetic weapon the Fallen man used to shoot at me in the tunnels. That is, it’s old tech, incompatible with the datasphere. It won’t sync up. That’s why I came out here before returning to the caves with it. I need to get used to a weapon that can’t integrate with my datasphere to become a single, unified system optimized for killing.


      Movement flickers on the crest of a sand dune: a scorpion approaching. I draw the blaster, aim it, use my left hand to steady it.


      I shoot. White blaster fire flashes through the dry air with the sound of a guy-wire snapping. My shot blackens a patch of sand several feet to the scorpion’s left, and a wisp of smoke rises up like a charmed snake.


      “Damn it,” I mutter. The scorpion’s spooked, now, but it doesn’t seem to know which direction leads to safety. Its six spindly legs work overtime to propel it over the sand, parallel to the dune’s ridge.


      I fire again. A miss. I fire again. My jaw’s clenching involuntarily, and I feel like throwing the damned blaster at the scorpion.


      Unharmed, my target finally figures out its path to survival. It beelines for the top of the ridge and scurries over it as my next blaster shot cuts through the air above it.


      “Fount damn it.”


      “Now, you know what you are,” says a hoarse voice behind me.


      I whirl around, blaster raised, to find the figure clad in forest-green robes. A trimmed, salt-and-pepper beard covers his jaw, and crows’ feet bracket his eyes. He seems undisturbed by the blaster pointing at him.


      “What am I, old man?”


      “You’re a tool, to be switched on and off at will. Without your datasphere, you are nothing, and your datasphere can be deactivated. You need training.”


      “I’ve had plenty of training. I’ve been through the most grueling training program this galaxy’s ever known. I’m a Troubleshooter.”


      “Grueling it may have been,” the man says. “Nevertheless, it made you dependent, like a babe on mother’s milk.”


      I brandish the blaster. “You’ve been following me. Why?”


      “Following you? How can I follow someone who has no direction?” He barks laughter. “You’re lost, son. Wandering lost.”


      Shaking my head, I holster the blaster. What am I supposed to do with this guy? I’m not going to kill him, and I have no real reason to apprehend him. Hell, I still give it pretty even odds he’s a hallucination, auditory as well as visual, now.


      One thing’s for sure: I don’t have time to stand here and listen to his bullshit, and I’m not about to continue embarrassing myself by shooting at scorpions and missing. It’s time to head back out to the tunnels, and if I die because I can’t figure out how to aim a blaster properly, then I die. Probably my days as a Guardsman are numbered anyway, and if I can’t be a Guardsman then I have no idea what else to be.


      Fount. Even Arthur Eliot managed to hit some of the scorpions.


      I march past the old man, and he turns to watch me go, apparently finished delivering his annoying commentary. When I reach the first rock outcrop, I glance back, and once again he’s nowhere to be seen.
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      I TOLD MYSELF I’D HEAD out to the caves as soon as I got back to the Ares, but I end up procrastinating by eating and then napping on my bunk. Maneater watches me fall asleep from her place near the desk.


      When I wake, the day’s almost worn out. Probably I should wait till tomorrow to head out, but screw it. The post-nap grogginess will wear off during the flight, and daylight doesn’t matter when you’re going underground.


      Soon, I’m dangling from the ship’s airlock for the second time in as many days. This time, darkness covers the land, and a wind howls across the desert’s barrenness to assault me in a steady wave, introducing a sway to my descent. I eye the brambles below.


      Somehow, I manage to bypass them without getting stuck full of thorns. I left my helmet aboard the Ares, so this time there’s nothing for it but to lower myself into the crevice, ready for the drop this time. I land crouched, blaster in hand, night vision showing an empty tunnel stretching to the first bend.


      I advance slowly, eyes skipping between potential enemy hiding spots. There’s a low, creepy drone down here that I didn’t notice before. Funny what you pick up on when you sense death approaching.


      Unlike last time, I activated the entire crew before leaving the Grotto, and they’re all online now, directly above the hole I disappeared into. “No landing, this time,” I ordered Worldworn. “Standby to yank me out of there at a moment’s notice. Could be you’ll have to fly away with me still dangling from the hook.”


      When I first switched on the crew, Aphrodite’s gaze zeroed in on the blaster hanging against my thigh. “What happened to your laser pistol?”


      I sighed. “My daughter has it.”


      Her doe’s eyes widened. “What in the galaxy would she need a laser pistol for?”


      “To steal a ship.”


      “She stole a ship? What ship? Why?”


      I shook my head. “Enough questions.”


      She didn’t pester me about it further, but I could tell she was agitated throughout the rest of the trip. Her eyes kept darting toward me. Whatever. I’m not paid to make sure my upload crew are totally comfortable and on board with everything that happens.


      Blaster leading the way through the tunnel, I’m on high alert for the first flicker of movement. My hope is that if I spam the trigger enough I’ll hit something vital.


      I’m not at a total disadvantage. There are a few things that even my brief encounter with my Fallen adversary told me, and information’s just another form of ammunition.


      Playing back the encounter using my datasphere on the way here, I noted the frenzied pace of the shooting, even when he didn’t have a good bead on me. The fact he shot first without trying to talk suggests desperation, too. Sure, it could also mean cold-blooded killer, but most people aren’t that. Most people are just afraid.


      That level of fear tells me he was defending something valuable to him. Also, that he doesn’t have many armed friends. I’d put it at three or four, probably fewer. They all need sleep at some point, so they likely only have one or two of them awake and on watch at any given time.


      Information I extracted from the terminal told me the server room door sits at the bottom of a final slope, and my attacker was shooting from the top of that slope. Makes sense: lie down, use the slope to cover your body, fire over the lip. But his cover is my high ground, if I play this right.


      I come to the last bend. When I round this next corner, I’ll be in the stretch of cave where the Fallen shot at me last. I press my back to the rock, holding my blaster in front of my face, muzzle pointed at the ceiling.


      Then I use my datasphere to exercise a Troubleshooter’s privilege—remote access over the server room door. I see that it’s closed, as I expected it to be.


      I will it to open, then I round the corner, firing at the top of the slope, the blaster’s pure white bolts playing havoc with my night vision. Shouting erupts, and no one fires back. I’ve caught them off guard.


      Someone rises from the slope, turning to descend, probably to try to get the door closed again. I get him in the lower back, and he sprawls forward, out of sight. The force of the blaster’s bolt is far more powerful than my old laser pistol.


      It feels...strange, to kill without my datasphere’s say-so, without its green cones guiding my shots. My next report won’t include the proper authentications for killing. But it seems safe to assume Command would authorize these deaths, and if I don’t press my advantage now, I’m done. I rush the top of the incline, finding that one of the Fallen stayed there, using the slope as cover just as I envisioned. His weapon roars, and my left shoulder erupts in pain.


      Clenching my teeth against the agony, I level the blaster at his head and fire.


      It hits. His body jolts backward, and his face cracks off the stone. I continue forward, stepping over him, firing down the slope toward the door.


      The man I got in the back is standing at the door, slamming a control panel with his palm. It won’t do him any good—I ordered the door to jam open. Two blaster shots bite into the rock near his hip, but my third finds his torso again, and he falls forward against the panel, propped up by it and the nearby rock wall.


      Someone leans into view from inside the server room, aiming an assault rifle at me, and I shift the blaster to him. He gets off a burst, but misses, thank Fount. I squeeze the blaster trigger repeatedly, and a white bolt blows his face apart, sending my target backward to land on the ground, motionless.


      That’s it. No one else fires at me, and I sprint forward to collect the weapons, quick as I can. As I do, I marvel at the adrenaline coursing through my veins, pumping through harder than it has in years. It fills me with a sense of euphoria, triumph. They wounded me, but I fought through, against multiple foes. I survived. All without the help of my datasphere. And to top it all off, the blaster feels amazing to use.


      Once I have their weapons, I deposit them in a pile outside the server room, then I enter and shut the door behind me.


      Right away, I have the answer to two mysteries at once. First, I know what the Fallen considered valuable enough to die for. And second, I know how they survived the freezing desert nights.


      Down every aisle I can see, women and children wrapped in ragged garments huddle against the servers for the warmth generated by the machines. This is how they’ve staved off hypothermia. Maybe they even found a water source somewhere down here. Beyond that, it would have been a simple matter of using dwindling ammunition to kill scorpions for dinner. Not particularly appetizing, but you’ll eat anything when you’re starving.


      Not that these people look as though the scorpions have done much to nourish them. They’re gaunt, brittle-looking, and their eyes stare out at me from shadowed hollows. Even the men lying dead at my feet are like skeletons.


      There’s a weird churning in my stomach, and by the time I realize what’s happening it’s nearly too late. I jerk to the side, getting a hand on one knee in time to expel the powdered eggs I had for lunch onto the server room floor. As I stare at the puke puddle, a pang of remorse hits me in the chest.


      Why were there so few men? Did they kill each other in a fight for supremacy? A political difference?


      A more gruesome possibility offers itself up to me, no doubt born from the stories that tend to circulate about the Fallen:


      Maybe they ate the other men.


      But that’s not what’s making me nauseous, and actually, I’m pretty sure my mind only raised the possibility of cannibalism in an attempt to rationalize my kills.


      What’s making me nauseous is that I feel like a criminal. Not a delinquent in trouble with the law bots, but an actual criminal. I killed without the sanction of my datasphere...and I took away these people’s protectors.


      As for the women and children, protocol says I need to get them out of here. But ousting them and repairing the lock would be as good as killing them. Probably they’re doomed anyway, but kicking them out of here would make it a sure thing.


      I doubt they have the tools or the strength to get at the servers inside the locked cabinets, even if they wanted to. And it’s clear to me they don’t. They’re just here for the heat. To survive the desert nights.


      “You can stay,” I tell them. Who knows whether they speak English. Certainly, none of them answer me. “I won’t make you leave.” My eyes fall on the man who died just inside the server room. “I’m sorry,” I say, meeting the eyes of a woman who looks seventy but is probably only forty. She looks back at me blankly.


      I can’t leave them the weapons—an assault rifle and two pistols. I can’t leave them loaded, anyway. Ejecting the charge packs, I stow them in pockets on my suit’s thighs. That done, I perform a quick walk-through of the entire server room. No other weapons, and nowhere for them to conceal any. A rough count gives me thirty-three people still alive in here. The servers all look untouched, just as my briefing said they were.


      Following instructions provided by my datasphere, I fix the door lock as quickly as I can with my shoulder wound, which emanates pain. The spidersilk armor repelled the bullet, but the impact still feels like it did a lot of damage. Nothing the Fount can’t fix complete within a couple days, but it will probably slow me down for a while.


      With the door repaired, the Fallen women and children will still be able to open it from the inside. As long as they don’t lock themselves out, they’ll have continued access to the servers’ warmth.


      “How did it go?” Lieutenant Commander Belflower asks once I’m back aboard the Ares and settling into the command seat. “You don’t look well, Captain, if you don’t mind my saying.”


      “It went fine. There were Fallen in the server room, but I dealt with them. I’ll file my report back at the Grotto, before we leave.” I have no idea what I’ll say in that report—or how I’ll explain not having a weapon that syncs up with my datasphere—but I have to file one.


      “Do we actually need to return to the Grotto?” Worldworn asks, with a stroke of his flowing beard. “Our mission on Tunis is complete. Is it not?”


      “There’s no harm in one last visit. We won’t get our next orders for a couple weeks at minimum, so we have the time.” Maybe I’ll take Maneater for a walk around the Grotto. That should be fine, so long as I keep her muzzle on. It’ll give me time to process what just happened.


      “Very well,” he says, turning to set a course.


      Through the Ares’ belly sensors, I drink in the Tunis wilderness one last time. I switch to a port sensor: the land and the sky look like negatives of each other. Gray and darker gray. Pitch-black between the biggest dunes, and also in the rare patches of sky not smeared with stars.


      Finally, I watch through a bow sensor as we approach the Grotto in her rocky cradle. That’s why I’m the first to notice the flames, through the gaps in the giant stone claws.


      “Something’s wrong,” I say, at the same second neon-blue laserfire flickers. “The Grotto’s under attack.”


      Asterisk’s face lights up with excitement, his chains shaking as he turns to look at me, and my desire to throttle him spikes. “Just say the word, boss,” he says, “and I’ll start raining down hell on the bastards.”


      This isn’t the time to educate him on proper forms of address aboard a Troubleshooter’s ship. “Do not engage,” I bark. “There’s too much risk of hitting civilians.” I turn to Worldworn. “Put us down outside the Grotto, as close as you can get. Descend sharply, now—forget using anti-grav to cushion our landing. With any luck, whoever’s down there hasn’t noticed us yet.”
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      SMOKE FILLS THE NIGHT, and someone’s shrieking in pain somewhere to the north: “Oh Fount oh please oh no oh no no no...”


      I wish I could stop to check on whoever that is, but I can’t. I have to keep moving. After emerging from between the rocks, the first corpse I encounter belongs to the priest who was preaching near the pond earlier. Checking first to make sure no one’s nearby, I untie his scarlet robes, peel them back from one side of his body, free his right arm, then yank the loose fabric, turning him onto his face. Then I free the other arm and don the robes myself. All of this sends jolts of pain shooting from my shoulder and down my arm, but they’re a little more muted than before. The Fount is doing its work.


      “Sorry, Father,” I tell the priest. Turning, I take in more of the carnage that grips the Grotto. Multiple fires blaze, one of them at the base of the Eliot residence’s eastern wing, where a team of eight or so utility bots struggle to put it out. My eyes fall on a pirate near the pool just as his laser pistol fires, killing a woman where she stands. Beyond, flames lick at the fronds of a palm tree, casting flickering light on three bodies floating in the pool.


      I head in the direction opposite the Eliot residence—counter-clockwise along the Grotto’s perimeter. That will bring me to the theater faster, which is where I expect Faelyn and her friends to be.


      Aphrodite tried to get me to take Dice, but my chances of moving around the Grotto unnoticed would be pretty low with a combat bot at my side. I’m walking with the sleeves of my new robes joined at the wrists, so that my hands are concealed. It isn’t long before I run across more downed residents, some of them still clinging to life. The shrieking from before starts up again, louder, and I give its source a wide berth. No need for him to draw attention to us both.


      There are several combat bots downed, too, some of them sparking, a couple twitching frenetically. None of the human bodies belong to children, which is good. Except, I can’t see any children anywhere, or hear their cries of fear. Either they all managed to hide or the attackers are abducting them. This is reminding me too much of the Siberian Brinktown.


      “Hey,” someone yells, and I turn to see some asshole pointing a laser rifle at me. I know a pirate when I see one. With his patchy facial hair and shirt unbuttoned to reveal a paunch, this one fits the bill. Not that I needed any hints to predict the Grotto’s attackers would turn out to be pirates.


      “You’d threaten a man of the cloth?” I say.


      “Sure, but—I thought we already killed you. How many priests does this place have?”


      “A priest of the Fount never truly dies.”


      “Sure they do,” the pirate says. “I’ve killed plenty.”


      “Then you have a debt to pay. Learn to walk with the Fount, my son, before it exacts its own price from you.”


      The laser rifle’s muzzle falls, and the pirate dons a thoughtful expression. He seems kind of bored—probably disappointed with how easily they took over the Grotto. I’m disappointed, too. Where are the combat bots?


      “I already walk with the Fount,” he says. “Literally. Everyone does, don’t they?”


      “Not really what I meant. ” I part my sleeves to reveal the blaster in my hand and shoot the pirate. At this range, I don’t have any trouble hitting him. He goes down, and I walk quickly past, making for a patch of shadows that stretch across the yard of a nearby house, one of those that isn’t in danger of burning down. I force myself not to think about the fact I just killed another person without my datasphere’s permission. Of course Command would want me to kill pirates in defense of the Eliots. Still, the decision was mine, and somehow it’s completely different from every other kill I’ve made before today.


      Speed-walking through the night, I avoid the spacepads, which are mostly occupied by pirate ships, now. It’s dark enough in the shadows that the red of my new robes should appear as gray to someone who isn’t using night vision. It seems to work. I dart from shadow to shadow—cast by a hedgerow here, a copse of palm trees there—and I reach the theater without having to put down any more pirates, who seem too focused on their carnage to notice me.


      Betting that the robes shouldn’t attract too much attention against the obsidian-black theater, I spring inside, blaster up and sweeping the lobby.


      Empty. I continue into the theater proper, which also appears empty, at first. Then, a small voice calls from my left: “Joe!”


      I turn and spot five tiny forms pressed against the theater’s back wall: Faelyn Eliot, two of her friends from the night I chased the figure in here, and two more who I think I recognize from the pool in the Grotto’s center. Three of the five start whimpering and sobbing as soon as my eyes fall on them, but Faelyn seems composed.


      “How do you know my name?” I say, barely above a whisper.


      “My father told me,” she says. “Why are you wearing Father Robert’s robes?”


      I hesitate, wondering whether she was close to the preacher. Time to change the subject. “How long have you been hiding in here?”


      “Since it started,” she says. “We’re worried about our parents.”


      I glance back through the lobby. “You can help them by staying safe. Soon, those men will come in here, and they’re not the type you want to meet. Is there somewhere backstage you can hide?”


      “There are tunnels. They built them for students to get around during the cold nights. We’re not supposed to go down there, though.”


      “Perfect,” I say. “Uh...does your datasphere have night vision?”


      She nods, which doesn’t surprise me. It’s not usual for civilian dataspheres to have the capability, but of course the datasphere belonging to Arthur Eliot’s daughter would.


      “Can I depend on you to lead everyone deep inside those tunnels and stay there till someone comes for you?” I make eye contact with each child in turn, and a couple of them nod, as though I’d asked them to be the leader.


      “Yes,” she says.


      “All right. Get going.”


      Her four friends need no further encouragement. They race down one of the aisles, feet pattering over the steps in a muted stampede.


      Faelyn lingers. “Will you come with us?”


      I open my mouth, then close it, sighing. “It’s kind of my job to stick around at times like these.”


      She nods. “I’ll see you soon, Joe.”


      “Get going.”


      She does, and I stalk back through the lobby with night vision on, scanning the area in front of the theater. The coast seems clear, so I slip out the leftmost door and crouch against the building.


      I notice a head bobbing between the same twin hedgerows I ran past on my first night in the Grotto. The head’s matted crown barely crests the top of the hedge. When he appears, I see he’s carrying a laser rifle. He barrels straight for my position.


      My heart rate spikes, but my hand stays steady as I line up the shot, taking my time with it. I’m betting he doesn’t see me, and just wants to raid a building that looks like it hasn’t been touched yet. The thought isn’t totally comforting, though, given my performance against the scorpion.


      I fire once, and miss. Instantly, he changes course, bringing the rifle to bear and heading toward the rock encasing the theater.


      I fire again, and the bolt takes him in the throat. He drops, clutching at it.


      It takes me less than thirty seconds to drag him and his kit to the side of the theater and stuff his corpse between the building and the stone, my shoulder screaming in pain the entire time. My stomach’s roiling, too. This feels wrong. Everything does. I’ve always told myself I only kill to keep the galaxy safe. To keep Harmony safe. That’s what my training taught me to believe. So what’s happening to me? Are the Brinktowners right? Am I really just a butcher?


      I swallow hard, shaking myself. Man up, Joe. You’re fighting to save these people. This is no time to choke.


      The pirate’s body hidden, I return to my previous spot and wait.


      Another pirate appears, jogging by like it’s his morning cardio. When my blaster shot hits him, he takes a dive that ends with his face in the grass, and he doesn’t get up from it. Alive one second, dead the next. The thrill from the sandstone caves is gone, now. The adrenaline surge I’ve always gotten from taking out people who would have otherwise killed me.


      I’m doing this to protect the Eliots. To protect Faelyn. Ultimately, it’s making the galaxy safer. Making Harmony safer.


      But the old justifications aren’t working. Bile is creeping its way up my throat again.


      Before I can get moving to pull the pirate out of sight, a voice comes from behind and to my right: “Joe.”


      My head snaps toward the source. Fount damn it. “What are you doing here?” I hiss.


      Despite the poor lighting, Faelyn’s pale face stands out like the moon on a clear night, bracketed by the partially open door. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”


      I curse, and she flinches. “I thought you knew better than that.”


      “The others are safe in the tunnels,” she says, her lips trembling. Fount. She’s the daughter of one of the most powerful men in the galaxy, but she’s still just a scared kid.


      “You need to go find them and stay there.” I turn to check for hostiles, and then I see them: seven figures spread out in a line, the center one a hulking seven feet tall at least. Headed straight for us. “Get inside,” I whisper.


      She withdraws, and the door hisses forward an inch before I’m pushing it inward again. Faelyn runs for the theater proper, and I back across the lobby with my blaster held at the ready, suppressing the urge to deliver a string of curses.


      There’s no way I can take on seven pirates. Without the datasphere integration I’ve depended on my entire career, I feel lucky to take down even one experienced fighter using the blaster.


      I look down at my robes, thinking, and then I follow Faelyn. When I reach the theater, she’s already halfway to the stage. “Turn on the Auto Actor,” I yell, stuffing the blaster inside its holster, beneath my priest’s garb.


      “What?” She stops, and swings her head around. “Why?”


      “Turn it on, and leave two spots open for us.”


      “What scene?”


      “Any scene! The first one you come across. Hurry!”


      As I fly down the red-carpeted steps, my ears are straining for the sound of the approaching posse entering through the glass doors. Onstage, figures flicker to life: an apparition wearing a horned helmet and cape, a downed man whose fine clothes are tattered and blood-soaked, and two transparent figures, indicating that actors should take their places: Hamlet and Queen Gertrude.


      I wince. Gertrude is older than Hamlet, being his mother, after all. Maybe the pirates will fail to pick up on it. What are the chances they’re familiar with Shakespeare, or will stop to listen to the lines being spoken? My hope is that they’ll look in, assume someone left the Auto Actor on, and leave.


      The clatter of their entrance into the lobby comes just as I’m taking my place. Hoarse yells and stamping feet draw nearer.


      “Oh gentle son,” Faelyn says, and her voice isn’t quite monotone. I suppress the urge to grimace, both at the mismatch of the words and the way she delivered them. She’ll need to put on a better performance than this. “Upon the heat and flame of thy distemper, sprinkle cool patience. Whereon do you look?”


      “On him, on him!” I say, gesturing toward the apparition. During the long months I’ve spent awake between the stars, I’ve read all of Shakespeare, along with plenty of other stuff from Old Earth. Hamlet is my favorite by a mile. “Look you, how pale he glares!” The pirates enter the theater proper, weapons raised. I track them in my peripheral vision. “His form and cause conjoin’d, preaching to stones, would make them capable.” Utter silence from the raiders, now. They stand frozen at the top of the aisles, staring down at the stage. “Do not look upon me,” I say to the apparition, “lest with this piteous action you convert my stern effects: then what have I to do will want true color—tears perchance for blood.”


      “To whom do you speak this?” Faelyn asks, and her performance is livening up a bit.


      “Do you see nothing there?”


      The pirates split up, starting down both stairways and taking up staggered positions amongst the seats.


      “Nothing at all; yet all that is I see.”


      “Nor did you nothing hear?”


      “No, nothing but ourselves.”


      “Why, look you there! Look, how it steals away!” The giant I spotted outside leads the way toward the stage, a midnight cape dragging across the stairs behind him. “My father, in his habit as he lived!” It takes all my will not to turn and scrutinize the approaching figure. From what I can see from the corner of my eye, his face is composed of dark metal, his jaw bisected by a pill-shaped breathing apparatus. His head is a lined dome that converges on ice-blue eyes, which glow softly in the dim theater. “Look, where he goes, even now, out at the portal!”


      Faelyn’s eyes dart toward the bot. “This, the very coinage of your brain,” she says, “this bodiless creation ecstasy is very cunning in.”


      The bot starts to clap leisurely, bringing leather-gloved hands together again and again. Almost, I forget the next line. But I know the game is up, and as I speak Hamlet’s next words, I notice the bot’s forearms: flesh. Is he a bot or isn’t he?


      “A most unique interpretation of Hamlet,” he says, and his voice is deep, with a metallic quality. “A child as Queen Gertrude? I’ve seen the play many times, but I’ve never seen it performed quite like that.”


      I peel my robes back and reach for my blaster. The bot-man leaps from halfway up the stairs, crashing to the stage as I’m raising my weapon. He reaches for Faelyn with a hand that flickers like lightning, and before I can react, he holds her by the neck, her feet dangling several feet from the wooden stage as she struggles to breathe.


      “I have to insist you drop your weapon,” he says.


      I toss the blaster onto the stage.


      “Good,” he says, stepping forward and driving his fist into my stomach, an action that ends with me lying on my back, gasping.


      Then, a blaster is in his hand, though I didn’t notice him reaching for one. It’s identical to mine.


      The blaster’s muzzle tracks to my face, and the glowing blue eyes seem to, as well. Faelyn gasps and gurgles at the end of his arm.


      Several long seconds pass as he seems to study my face.


      At last, he lowers the weapon and holsters it. “You get one warning,” he says. “Stay out of my way.”


      He steps forward, delivering a swift kick to my temple. My head snaps sideways, my vision swimming. Trying to get up, I watch as he swings Faelyn by the neck until she’s lodged under his other arm. Then he marches up the stairs, and the pirates follow him into the lobby.


      I black out.
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      A MOUNTING CLAMOR OF voices drags me from my sleep. Bright lights overheard make me squint, and I avert my gaze from them, peering at my surroundings through slits, though it’s hard to make out anything till my eyes adjust.


      Where did I fall asleep? Feels like hardwood under my back.


      I push myself to a seating position. Three blurred figures stand nearby, all turned toward me. As my vision adjusts, I see they’re all in Victorian-era dress, which makes me think of Shakespeare.


      That brings a strong sense of deja vu. Shakespeare. Was I thinking about Shakespeare recently?


      The expressions on the actors’ faces are shocked, and the audience feels similarly, from the sounds of it. Looking out at them, I see they fill every single seat, with some standing at the back. Many of them aren’t human, which gives me something else to think about.


      Beings covered in fur, like a rug. Beings that resemble frogs. Elven creatures, someone with skin like tree bark, an organism made up mostly of vapor.


      “Get off the stage!” someone yells as I stagger to my feet. I almost lose my footing right away, but otherwise, I’m happy to comply.


      As I stumble up red-carpeted steps, past a crowd that has no problem giving voice to its displeasure, I start to remember what was happening before I lost consciousness.


      The pirate attack. The half-man, half-bot. He took Faelyn. I need to stop him before he leaves with her.


      My blaster! I turn to scrutinize the stage, but it’s nowhere to be seen, and it isn’t on my hip, either. The priest’s robes are gone, and I’m wearing a plain white t-shirt and blue jeans. I shake my head and continue laboring up the steps.


      The lobby is empty, other than an usher sitting on a bench, who blinks at me sleepily as I propel myself toward the exit. Outside, the darkness is lit so brightly it’s like artificial day. Not lit by firelight, though. The glow is too constant.


      My ears still ring from the kick the man-bot delivered to my skull, and the painful throbbing from my shoulder wound only seems to be getting worse. Yanking open a glass door, I exit the theater into a Grotto restored to its former glory. I can see at least a hundred people in all, crisscrossing the campus grounds between the various buildings, bundled up against the encroaching cold of the desert night.


      Lamps like tiny suns shine from their fixtures far above, attached to rock faces over every building. Giant hedge sculptures surround the pool in the Grotto’s center, where the water lattice is even more elaborate than before.


      There’s a similar mix of species and lifeforms out here, though none of them take much notice of me, unlike inside the theater. Looking around at the buildings, I notice many of them are painted different colors, and look even better-kept. They were already in good repair, especially compared to everywhere else in the galaxy, but now they’re immaculate.


      I head toward the pool, not sure where else to go. Then, between footsteps, the vision of a restored Grotto disappears, and I’m back where I was—the hedge sculptures gone, the people and other creatures gone. In their place, the smoke and the screaming returns.


      Most of the fires have been put out, including the one threatening the Eliot residence. Only one still blazes, on the other side of the campus. To my left, Arthur Eliot stumbles toward me across the grounds, from the direction of the surrounding rocks. His shotgun dangles from his left hand.


      Before he gets close enough to speak, I twist around to check the space pads. The pirate ships have all departed.


      “What happened?” he asks as he draws near.


      “They took your daughter. I tried to stop them, but I couldn’t.”


      He nods. “Come to the house.”


      Trying to ignore the pain from my shoulder, I trudge after him. He leads me across a particularly loose patch of sand, and in my current state, it’s hard going.


      A disheveled Zelah meets us at the door. Her hair is out of place, and one strap of her sundress has fallen over her shoulder. I can tell she’s trying her hardest to conceal her pain, but it’s leaking through her eyes.


      Eliot slides the strap back into place. She points me toward a door off the foyer, then she leads her husband up the stairs, showing him to bed.


      Through the door Zelah directed me toward, I find Eliot’s office. Even more priceless art hangs here. I see a Picasso, and a Lysander. The entire wall behind the desk is comprised of bookshelves stuffed with books, of all things. How quaint.


      I try to lower myself to an overstuffed purple couch, but I fall onto it instead. Staring at the stucco ceiling, my vision swirls, and I wonder what kind of damage that bastard did to my brain. Hopefully, it’s something my Fount can fix.


      Zelah returns with a glass of water.


      “They took her,” I rasp. “They took Faelyn.”


      She nods, eyes shimmering, then she leaves. My shoulder itches fiercely as the Fount begins to stitch it up, slowly ejecting the bullet, but despite that I soon fall into a deep sleep.
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      FULL DAYLIGHT STREAMS into the office when I wake. Cold air blows onto my face, and I shiver.


      “Air conditioning is an obscene luxury, now,” a voice says, and my hand moves to my holster, finding it empty.


      I sit up. Arthur Eliot reclines in a burgundy throne of an office chair, feet kicked up on the massive mahogany block that is his desk. He seems sober.


      “This is one of only two units that work in the Grotto,” he says, nodding at the machine blasting me with its icy breath. “The other’s in our drawing room.”


      “Drawing room,” I repeat, struggling to my feet and transplanting myself into one of the two chairs facing Eliot’s desk. The air conditioner’s assault is less, here. I prod my shoulder and find the bullet half-expelled from the surface of my skin. I could pluck it out, but it’s best to let the Fount finish its work.


      “The campus used to benefit from a pair of breeze generators,” Eliot says, “which kept everything at a comfortable temperature the entire day. They may still work, for all I know. The power consumption was massive, so I’ve never bothered having them turned on.”


      I stare at him, wondering where this is going. His daughter was kidnapped, and he’s talking about air conditioning. My opinion of Eliot is taking more abuse.


      “This was the dean’s office,” he goes on. “And our house, the Arts and Administration Building. The employees all live in the old dorms. But we’ve done our best to make this place our home.”


      He looks to his right, and I follow his gaze, to the great bay window over the couch where I slept. It offers a view of most of the Grotto.


      “Your daughter is gone,” I say.


      “Yes, along with most of the other children,” he says, nodding. “But some stayed safe, hidden in their homes, and I understand your actions led to four more being saved. I should commend you for that.”


      “The ones in the tunnels?”


      Eliot nods. “They were found wandering in the dark, cold and hungry, but alive. I thank you. The Grotto would have been too quiet without some children around.”


      His cavalier attitude about losing the biological version of his daughter ignites the old anger inside me—a slow burn, at this point in my life. I continue to stare at him.


      Eliot doesn’t seem to notice. “It’s strange, you know...” He clears his throat. “Zelah is young enough to bear more children, to continue the biological family line. And even though I know Faelyn is perfectly safe, living thousands of parallel existences together with her mother and I in thousands of Subverses...every version of her constantly compiled, synced, and updated to produce her happiest self...” He shakes his head, and I wait for him to finish. “Despite all that, I still miss her here, in meatspace. Isn’t that odd?”


      “No,” I say, more emphatically than I mean to. Eliot blinks as I try to bore a hole through his head with my gaze. “It’s how you should feel after losing a daughter in the real.”


      At that, Eliot scoffs. “Please. You’re one of those who refers to meatspace as the real? Honestly? The Subverse is no less real than this world. I believe it’s more real. We accomplish our greatest works there. Here, our lives are too short and brutish to accomplish anything enduring.”


      Shaking my head, I say, “But that’s what makes the real important. The fact that our lives here end.”


      Eliot gives a sarcastic smile. “The same way galactic civilization ended?”


      I raise my right hand, pointing to the paintings hanging on the wall to my right. “These paintings. They’re originals?”


      Slowly, he nods. “The Picasso took a considerable amount of restoration. It took my father forever to find a man capable of doing the work. But yes. Originals.”


      “Why are they valuable?”


      Eliot furrows his brow. “Because they’re the originals,” he says, as though that should be enough. When I don’t say anything, he goes on: “There’s only one original. It’s simple economics. The extreme scarcity drives their value through the roof.”


      “And their fragility,” I say. “Five seconds of manhandling would ruin them forever.”


      “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”


      “No painting in the Subverse could match that original Lysander.”


      Eliot opens his mouth, then closes it. “No. True. But it’s a completely different thing.”


      “Yes,” I say. “It is. Just like having your biological daughter is a completely different thing from having thousands of copies of her stored inside computer servers scattered throughout the galaxy.”


      Eliot’s lips form a thin line, which pushes the color out of them. He doesn’t answer.


      “Did you know Faelyn was planning a performance of Hamlet?”


      “Yes. Of course.”


      “And did you know she had no interest in performing it for people in the Subverse? She meant it only for the people living here. She recognized that the real is special. But maybe she was afraid to tell you that.”


      Eliot’s eyes have widened slightly. With that, I give voice to the thought that’s been nagging me since I woke, no longer caring how crazy it is: “Let me go after the people who took your daughter, Mr. Eliot. You administrate the Guard. Your family created it. If I have your backing, the brass will let me do this.”


      A long silence follows, and Eliot drums his fingers on the desktop throughout it.


      Finally, he says, “Who put you in the condition I found you in?”


      “I don’t know. He was half-bot. Maybe mostly bot.”


      “But with human qualities?”


      I nod.


      “That was Rodney Fairfax.”


      I narrow my eyes. “The Fairfaxes were behind the attack? Why would theyattack your family?”


      “Rodney’s a bit of a black sheep. Other than him, relations between the two families are fine. But Rodney is just as powerful as the other Fairfaxes, and just as well-connected. You experienced a taste of his displeasure. Do you think you can meaningfully oppose him?”


      I don’t answer, still stuck on the revelation that a Fairfax was behind the attack. “I came across a Brinktown that suffered a similar attack on Earth,” I say. “But they didn’t leave a single child behind there, and they killed all the adults. Why didn’t they do that here?”


      Eliot sniffs. “The perpetrators of that attack may not be the same ones who attacked the Grotto. But whether they were or not, I think I know the answer to your question. Yesterday’s attack was meant to send me a message. Whatever Rodney’s up to, it’s likely the Guard has been getting in his way. I doubt he likes that.”


      “Look, Mr. Eliot. I know you think you’ll get past losing your biological daughter just fine. But what if you’re wrong? What if you send me away, and realize you’ve made a mistake? Maybe you believe your daughter is safe in the Subverse, but you’re going to live this life without seeing her again. That’s going to haunt you. Believe me.”


      Eliot pushes back from his desk, his chair gliding over the hardwood with barely a whisper. He stands. “I think it’s time for you to be on your way, Commander Pikeman. Your business on Tunis is finished, yes?”


      I stand, too. “Where’s my blaster?”


      “You mean my blaster?” Eliot says, wearing a small smirk. I don’t know if he realizes I’m still wearing the gun belt sized for it, but screw him anyway.


      Halfway around his desk, Eliot pauses, staring into nothing. I take it he’s reading something on his datasphere. “Hmm. It seems Gargantua was hit too, on the other side of the system. There’s a Brinktown over there.”


      I say nothing, not interested in engaging in what he seems to consider small talk. Quietly, though, I’m fitting the news into my working theory of the pirate attacks: they were looking for the system’s server room over there. They wanted to eliminate Subverse-based witnesses, just like they did on Earth. Apparently they don’t know the servers are here on Tunis.


      Eliot opens the office door for me, still smirking. “I hope you come around to the benefits of uploading someday, Captain. You are an amusingly singular individual. And besides, if you did upload, you wouldn’t need to have that ugly birthmark anymore.”


      We lock eyes for a long moment, and part of me goes back to the schoolyard as a child. The offhanded taunts and insult, which lasted for as long as it took me to snap and answer with violence.


      Shaking myself, I leave without another word.


      Outside the Eliot residence, I come across Sergeant Wile pacing the yard. He turns a blank expression on me, but I can smell how sheepish he feels.


      “Where were you last night?” I say.


      He turns his head to show me a patch of thinning hair matted with blood. “A pirate got me with the butt of his rifle right at the start. Knocked me out cold.”


      And he’s made sure to keep the wound as gruesome-looking as he can, so all can behold his alibi. I sneer at him as I pass. “Go clean yourself up, Guardsman.”


      The black smears that mar several of the buildings...the spent matchsticks where palm trees once stood...it all makes me angrier than I normally let myself get. “What a waste,” I mutter.


      Back on the Ares, I boot up the crew and order a full systems check before we depart. While they’re doing that, I call Dice out of his closet to give him a once over, though I’m not sure why. I can’t remember letting him out once since we got here, or during the slipspace voyage, so he’s basically fresh from the mechanic’s. Screw it. I check him over anyway.


      “Sir,” Aphrodite says. “Arthur Eliot is outside the airlock.”


      I check through one of the hull sensors. Sure enough, there he stands, holding something wrapped in cloth.


      When the airlock cycles and the outer hatch opens, I just stand there, arms crossed, glaring at him.


      He holds out the bundle, and I take it, unwrapping it to reveal the old blaster.


      “Go find my daughter,” he says, eyes steady on mine, “and bring her back here.”
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      WE’RE CROSSING THE Junction System to Gargantua, and I’m sitting at the edge of my bunk, feeding Maneater chicken strips from the end of a fork. The plan is to work up to getting her to eat out of my hand. I figure if she can learn to think of me as the source of food and not the food itself, then that’s progress.


      It’s kind of insane, how long it’s taking to get on her good side. There’s a good chance I don’t have much talent for this, but I’m sure it also has a lot to do with how that bastard treated her, for however long he owned her. If he had her since she was a puppy, treating her like that, then I’m not sure there’s much hope for successfully socializing her. My datasphere confirms that fear.


      But we do seem to be progressing, even if it’s at a crawl. She’s mostly stopped snarling at me. Especially when she’s snarfing meat from the fork.


      A datasphere window opens to my right, showing Aphrodite’s perfectly symmetrical face. “A brainprint just arrived for you,” she says. “From a Harmony Pikeman. Is that your daughter?”


      I gape at my OPO. Part of me wants to cry from relief at the news, but my stomach feels like ice. “I’ll take it in my cabin. Patch it through.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      My daughter materializes next to Maneater, who doesn’t react. She wouldn’t, of course. She’d need a datasphere to register Harmony’s presence.


      For a moment, I’m lost for words, struck by how much Harmony has come to resemble Marissa. When I visited her in Brinktown, she was wearing that stupid costume, and I couldn’t see how much she’d changed. “Harm,” I say. “You’re beautiful.”


      “Hi, Dad,” she says, glancing down at the dog. She pats Maneater’s head, but her hand goes right through. “Good girl.”


      Maneater barks, but not at Harmony: she’s barking at me, because I’ve stopped feeding her. I fork up another piece of chicken and hold it out. Absently, I almost move my hand too close, and she lunges for it with incredible speed. “Fount!” I yell, yanking it back just in time.


      “Harm,” I say, eyeing the German Shepherd. “Where are you?”


      “Aboard Europa’s Gift. I’m safe, Dad.”


      “What made you think stealing Daniel Sterling’s ship was a good idea?”


      She shrugs, grinning. “Oh, well, gramps didn’t seem to be using it. Besides, his security was so lax he was almost begging me to take it. The Gift’s computer was connected to his home network, and cracking that was a cinch. Once I was in, I had access to everything I needed—the ship’s security protocols, enough to spoof Sterling’s credentials, even a few training sims so I could learn how to fly her before I stole her. Of course, I still almost crashed her straight into the planet the moment I took off from Brinktown.” Maybe she can see how worried I am, because her smile falls away. “It’s fine, Dad. I’m okay.”


      “You’re a teenage girl by yourself in a stolen ship. You’ll be lucky if pirates don’t find you.”


      “Actually, I’m planning to find them first. After you told me about the pirate attacks, I decided to investigate.”


      I feel my eyes go wide, and I struggle to keep my voice somewhat level. “That’s not your job, Harmony. And don’t try to pretend you decided to take my weapon, steal Sterling’s ship, and go sailing across the galaxy on a whim. You had that replica ready to go. You’ve been planning this.”


      “You caught me,” she says. “Though, it was dumb luck that you came home during Memcon, and I was able to bribe some kid into giving me his fake Guardsman’s pistol. What do you mean, it’s not my job? I’m making it my job.”


      “What did you expect me to do without a weapon?” I say, but she mostly ignores the question.


      “What did you expect me to do? Stick around Brinktown my entire life, work on getting an even worse reputation than the name Pikeman gives me? Follow in your footsteps? Become a Guardsman?” She laughs. “I decided to take this into my own hands. Get out of Dodge and see what the galaxy has to offer. Maybe break through the sector barrier, someday. If I can get to the bottom of what the pirates are up to, then who knows? Maybe I can make a name for myself.”


      “You’re sixteen, Harmony.”


      “Are you saying you can’t do important things at sixteen? You fathered me when you were fourteen. Except, maybe you don’t consider that important.”


      “That’s not what—”


      “I’m going to find out why the pirates are taking children. You can’t stop me, because you don’t know where I am.”


      “I can tell you why they’re taking kids,” I say. “They’re building an army of child soldiers. It’s a tactic as old as Earth.”


      “But why would they need to do that? They’re already powerful enough to get away with attacking Brinktowns and killing everyone in them. Where was the Guard to stop them, Joe?”


      Back to Joe, I see.


      “The Galactic Guard isn’t what it used to be,” she goes on. “Underfunded, underequipped. Pretty much useless, from the looks of it.”


      “We’re going to handle it. The brass will send in the reserve forces.” I’m not actually sure that’ll happen anytime soon. It won’t happen before the threat to the Subverse gets a lot bigger, anyway. “In the meantime, I’m handling it. I’ve decided to investigate the abductions, starting now. I’m trained to do this, Harm. You’re not. Please, go home.”


      Harmony tilts her head to one side. “Did the Guard assign you that mission?”


      I take a deep breath. “No,” I admit.


      “Why are you doing it, then?”


      I give her the short version of the pirate attack on Tunis, leaving out certain details, like the half-man, half-bot that bested me with ease. “Arthur Eliot thinks it was meant to send him a message. His daughter was taken during the attack, and he sent me to bring her home.”


      Harmony nods, but her face has darkened. “So you leave your own daughter back in Brinktown, knowing it could easily be the target of the next attack, but you go chasing pirates across the galaxy for someone else’s daughter. Yeah, that sounds like you, Joe. Anyway, I’m glad you found someone to be a father to.”


      “Harm, wait!”


      But it’s too late. She’s ended the conversation.


      “That went well,” I mutter, pulling myself to my feet. I head out onto the bridge to settle into the command seat.


      “How’d the conversation go?” Aphrodite asks.


      “That’s private.”


      “So, not well, then.”


      Glory Belflower’s wearing a wistful smile. “Your daughter reminds me of myself at that age, before I uploaded...always seeking danger, adventure.” Apparently, the crew has been gossiping about this.


      “Is she hot?” Asterisk asks.


      I stare at him, and I can feel how wide my eyes are. “She’s sixteen.” Asterisk looks young—early twenties, probably—but that doesn’t mean anything. He might as well be two hundred years old, as far as I’m concerned.


      His only answer to my statement is to shrug.


      “Ship, shut off the Weapon Systems Officer,” I say.


      Asterisk flickers and disappears from his station. The others are avoiding eye contact with me and with each other, all wearing pained expressions.


      “He’s removed from duty,” I say. “We’ll trade him in for a new WSO as soon as I get approval from the brass.”
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      PREDICTABLY, GARGANTUA has a landing bay of above-average size. What’s more surprising is that the Brinktowners who lived on the station kept it in good working order. The airlock’s designed to accommodate two Ares-sized ships at a time, and its massive outer hatch rises into the station’s frame without a hitch.


      The cycling process takes a lot longer than my ship’s airlock, spraying the Aresdown with all manner of chemicals meant to sterilize her hull. Then it blasts her with superheated air. Maintaining stable ecologies aboard space-bound superstructures has always been one of their main challenges, so it’s important to do whatever you can to kill off any microscopic nasties lurking on the hulls of inbound ships.


      Once we’ve landed and I get off, I’m subjected to a person-sized sterilization procedure. The station won’t let me through until I strip naked and let it give me the old heat-and-chemicals treatment. Same with my clothes and my suit: it makes me dump it all into a chute like the one on my ship, helmet and all. Five minutes later, it returns them, dried and toasty-warm, laid out and folded on a metal tray.


      It’s actually kind of nice.


      Past the inner airlock, the pleasantness comes to an abrupt end. The lights flicker sporadically, and I can feel the beginnings of a tension headache forming behind my temples. A stench like soiled wet socks hits me the moment I emerge, and my datasphere warns me that Stachybotrys atra—black mold—has been detected.


      I don my helmet and activate the filtration system.


      The Brinktown itself was set up where the station’s operators used to live—not far beyond the airlock, down a couple corridors and through a hatch, which I approach with my ID coin held high. Looks like whoever built this Brinktown took the time to bolster the hatch over its original design, installing sturdier locks and adding a small laser turret above it. Seeing my coin, the turret stays stationary.


      I inspect the computer governing the door to check for tampering. Nothing. Unless they took an unusual amount of time to cover up their break-in, the pirates didn’t come in from here. I call up Gargantua’s schematics, and sure enough, there are two other landing bays. The structure’s rotation must have meant that a different bay had been the logical choice for the pirates coming from Tunis, meaning they’d entered the Brinktown from a different angle as well.


      What I’m looking for is any indication where the pirates might have gone afterleaving the Junction System. Anything that points to where they’re headed next. The sooner the better, since slipspace is carrying them light years away with every passing day. There are two known exit points on this side of the system. Eliot’s satellites confirmed that the pirates came over here, but they couldn’t detect which slip coords they used afterward.


      Doesn’t matter. I’ll find them. When it comes to hunting down pirates, I’m like Maneater with a femur.


      Just like in Siberia, corpses litter this Brinktown; sprawled over doorsteps, laid out in the street where I have to step around them. No children anywhere, alive or dead. Even walking through the cramped metal streets, I can hear the drip-drip of a leak somewhere. The philosophy behind Brinktowns is to locate them in the most inhospitable places possible, so that Fallen attacks aren’t likely to be a problem. Even so, I don’t envy the Brinktowners who lived here. Gargantua has clearly fallen far since its glory days. Looks like they tried to spruce up the streets a bit—a potted tree here, a garden there—but almost every living thing is covered in this weird, web-like fungus. Even inside the filtered confines of my helmet, my lips curl in disgust. Surely there had to be a better way to keep the Fallen at bay. Then again, it’s possible they couldn’t get this growth under control even if they wanted to.


      Gargantua’s construction never did finish. The station’s a prototype of a high-yield orbital farm, and its designers envisioned similar structures cropping up all throughout the galaxy, especially toward the Core. The Brink was always the breadbasket of the galaxy—for whatever reason, arable planets get scarcer and scarcer as you move toward the center. Sure, colonists set up massive hydroponics facilities there, but as populations soared, importing food from the Brink became more and more necessary.


      Gargantua seemed to offer an answer. But keeping the viruses and microbes at bay inside a space-bound farm proved more difficult than the project’s architects envisioned. Before they could figure it out, the Fall brought the galaxy to its knees.


      I come to a stop, fingertips brushing my blaster’s handle. Something’s filtering through the helmet’s audio. Sounds like footsteps.


      I turn, unsnapping the holster and drawing the blaster, all in a fraction of a second. Three Fallen emerge from an alleyway, each holding a blunt object: a golf club—was there a driving range on Gargantua?—a wrench, and an old hunting rifle held like a club.


      They charge toward me, and I level the blaster at them. “Halt!” I yell sharply. Either they don’t understand or they have no interest in complying. “Fount damn it,” I say. What would my datasphere tell me to do?


      I know perfectly well what it would tell me to do. It would tell me to mow these people down, just like the hundreds of other people I’ve whacked since leaving Gauntlet as a full-fledged Troubleshooter. But it’s not telling me to do that. That’s the difference, somehow. That old man in the desert was right, whether he was a hallucination or not. Without my datasphere guiding my shots, I’m pretty close to useless.


      The Fallen draw closer, and instinct takes over. I start jogging backward, and my finger convulses on the trigger. In these cramped streets, it’s hard to miss. My first shot takes down the wrench-wielding man in the middle. Then down goes Golf Club. The woman with the rifle I miss twice, hand trembling, but my third bolt puts a smoking hole in the middle of her forehead, and she sprawls on the cold steel of the station. Before she does, I notice the angry red sores that dot her face, all of them weeping pus.


      Five more Fallen appear beyond them and start charging toward me. I turn and run.


      There’s no time to think about where they might be coming from. Another Fallen emerges from a side street up ahead, and I spam the blaster trigger without thinking. It’s hard to say for sure, but I think it’s my sixth shot that kills him.


      At last, I reach a hatch the leads out of Brinktown. Getting it to recognize my credentials takes a few seconds, and I can hear a stampede of footfalls getting closer behind me. I turn to look, blaster raised, to find no one’s there. The hell? They were right behind me.


      The hatch opens, and I run through into one of Gargantua’s vast fields—row after row of mildew-covered husks, calcified and blackened. Gross.


      The withered crops are interspersed with raised metal walkways, and I head over one of them, legs and arms pumping.


      Then, my vision flashes white, and I find myself in a different place. Well, the same place, actually, but it’s almost like a different time period. I have no idea what’s going on. The crops stand tall and proud, a monoculture of corn that forms a long corridor stretching ahead of me. I don’t stop running.


      Something like a bipedal, man-sized elephant steps out of the corn up ahead, and I reach for my blaster, only to find it’s gone. The elephant thing doesn’t look threatening, though, and its abbreviated trunk twitches up toward me in a gesture that looks curious.


      What the hell is going on? Is my Fount malfunctioning, somehow? I’ve never heard of that happening, but I can’t think of another explanation for this. My datasphere must be running a random sim without being asked.


      Then the whole scene disappears, replaced once more by the rows of wasted corn husks.


      Something clobbers me from behind with a sharp crack that would have caved in my skull if it weren’t for the helmet. I stagger forward, clawing at my hip, where my blaster has reappeared. I draw it, turning to fire into the face of a Fallen just as he’s coming in for another strike. He drops, a hammer tumbling from his grasp. Beyond him, more Fallen are emerging from the Brinktown hatch in pursuit. I fire a couple bolts at them, hoping to get lucky, but I don’t.


      I turn to run again, and as I do, the other world returns, replacing the dessicated one. The elephant-man has made his way to me, and I shove him aside. He loses his footing and crashes into the corn.


      A right turn at the end of the corn field and then a left a few rows later bring me to a hatch that leads into some kind of common area. It reminds me of being in the theater on Tunis, when I woke up to find an audience filling the seats, except this time there are hundreds of different species represented instead of dozens. They pay me no mind. Not at first, anyway. When I start running though the throng, shoving beings aside, it brings shouts of indignation, as well as a few answering shoves.


      That’s when my eyes fall on him: a face I know well. It’s Lord Bleak, widely recognized as the leader of the pirates in this sector of the Brink.


      “Hey!” I shout. His eyes fall on me, and he turns to flee.


      There’s no guarantee that Bleak is connected with the attacks on Earth and Tunis. There are plenty of pirates in the Andora Sector, and they rarely all work together. But the fact that he’s here, on Gargantua, where an attack just happened—well, I’m not claiming to know what’s going on with me, or with this place, but his presence could mean something.


      So I run after him.


      The real world flickers back, and the Fallen are still hard on my tail. I send a couple desperate blaster shots their way, and the weapon’s ‘hammer’ flashes red to let me know it’s running low on energy. I made sure to juice the charge packs on the way from Tunis, so I eject the one that’s almost spent into an empty pocket on my belt, then swap it out for a fresh one, slamming it into the blaster’s handle as I run.


      The two worlds trade places several more times, with Lord Bleak staying ahead of me all the while, always on the verge of disappearing from view. I’m not surprised he decided to run, since there’s no doubt he knows who I am. We’ve never met face to face, but there was a certain incident on Royal, the main pirate hideaway in this sector, that would have given him plenty of cause to learn my identity and memorize my face. Which isn’t hard, with the birthmark.


      I charge through a hatch to find another field full of crops. This one’s free of the weird fungus that clings to everything else living in the station. That brings me to a halt as I peer around in confusion. Lord Bleak is nowhere to be seen, but it’s not his sudden disappearance that perplexes me. It’s the fact I’m pretty sure I’m in the real world right now, and have been for the last minute or so. Where all the crops are supposed to be long-dead, dried-out husks.


      “Your eyes do not deceive you,” a voice says, and I whirl around, blaster raised.


      It’s the old man in the dark-green robes. I curse, lowering my weapon. At least the crops explain how so many Fallen have been able to survive, locked out of the Brinktown for so long.


      Speaking of which...I swing my blaster around to face the hatch I just came through. Several uneventful minutes convince me that my pursuers have given up the chase. Which is strange, considering I was running toward their food supply. Unless there are several such fields on Gargantua.


      Finally, I holster my blaster, convinced I’m safe for the time being.


      “You need training,” the old man says with a stern expression to match his voice. “I’m willing to give it.”


      I raise my eyebrows, feeling skeptical.


      “If you don’t swallow your pride and accept,” he goes on, “waking up in a strange field will be the least of your worries.”


      I didn’t really “wake up” here. But I take his meaning. “Do you know what’s going on with me? With the flicking back and forth between two versions of reality?”


      He pauses for a long moment, studying my face. At last, he says, “The Fount appears to be working through you in strange ways. As far as I can tell, it inserted you directly into the Subverse itself.”


      “You mean, like, physically inserted me?”


      “In a sense. It gave you an avatar whose movements corresponded with your actions in the real. I’ve never heard of that happening...but I may be able to help you control it.”


      With that, I sit cross-legged in the middle of the metal walkway, blaster laid across my legs and my eyes fixed on the hatch. If someone comes at me from behind, my datasphere will warn me. It doesn’t have to be integrated with my weapon for that.


      “I’m listening,” I say.
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      NOW THAT I’VE BEEN here a few minutes, birds have started chirping. I listen for a few seconds and decide they’re real. A dormouse scurries across the walkway within a couple meters of my feet, from one row of corn to another, and several meters overhead, blue light panels meant to suggest a far-above sky shine soft light on everything. Almost, I can pretend I’m in the middle of a farmer’s field on a nice, Fallen-free planet. Maybe Earth.


      My helmet sits beside me. It actually smells pretty good in here, and my datasphere has no warnings to impart.


      Without giving any warning, I spring from my sitting position, lunging at the old man, who’s standing statuesque with his back to the corn stalks on the left. He pivots, stepping aside, and my fist crashes against the plants, rustling them. I turn to find him studying me with the same impassive expression he wore before.


      I lunge again, and he ducks under my fist, stepping around so he’s right behind me, and part of me expects an answering blow. It doesn’t come. When I rotate to face him, he isn’t there—I rotate faster and he comes into view, sidestepping like a prowling cat.


      Sweeping with my foot prompts him to leap, and when I follow up with a tackle it ends with me almost tumbling headlong into the corn. I swing around, fists clenched and teeth gritted. The old man stands there, apparently unbothered.


      “May I ask why you’re attempting to strike me?”


      “I need to know you’re real and I’m not crazy.” I lunge again, and he sidesteps neatly. His staff comes crashing down onto the back of my head, and I hit the metal, starbursts exploding across my vision.


      “Was that real enough for you?” he asks.


      I push myself to my hands and knees. “That could have been simulated by my datasphere. Could be it’s malfunctioning.”


      “Your entire life could be simulated by your datasphere.”


      I feel my mouth twist into a grimace.


      “Do you ever turn it off?” he asks.


      “No.”


      “Do so now.”


      I comply, then stagger to my feet. When I turn, he’s still there, eyebrows raised. “Satisfied?” he says.


      “My OPO detected no other ship in any of the systems I’ve met you in. At least, if she had, she would have told me about it. How have you been able to follow me?”


      “The galaxy is vast, and your mind is small. Isn’t it possible someone developed a stealth ship without bothering to mention it to you?”


      I shake my head, which still aches from the blow with the staff. “Are you trying to bullshit me into believing you’re from another part of the galaxy?”


      “I’m suggesting to you that your knowledge is limited.”


      “Show me your stealth ship.”


      “I didn’t say I had one.”


      “Who are you?”


      “Call me Master, if you like.”


      “I’m not calling you that.”


      “Well, don’t call me anything, then.” With that, he turns and begins to walk back toward the hatch. A big part of me wants to refuse to follow him, but a bigger part fears losing him again, and that part also seems to believe he has some answers for me. So I follow.


      “I am a Shiva Knight,” he says, walking a few meters ahead and speaking in a low, unhurried tone. “I’m charged with searching the galaxy for worthy proteges. Individuals who demonstrate they’re willing to go against the twisted ethic of the day. You show signs you might be worthy. Barely.”


      “My father wanted to become a Knight.”


      “What was his name?”


      “Cal Pikeman.”


      The old man—I’m not calling him Master—sniffs. “Never heard of him.”


      “Well, it’s likely he only pretended to want that. Plenty of people say he just wanted to avoid raising me, so he split with the first excuse he could think of.” I pause, not sure why I’m telling him this. “His story was that the knighthood called on him to seek the Crucible, in the Core.”


      We reach the end of the walkway, descend a couple steps, then head for the next one, turning down it. “If your father had been assigned to seek the Crucible, I would have known about it. Seeking the Crucible and restoring the galaxy is the main reason Shiva exist. I would have heard of him, and I haven’t.”


      That hits me harder than I would have expected. Ever since I was old enough to start drawing my own conclusions, I’ve been telling myself that the Brinktowners I grew up around were right: my father was a lying deadbeat. But hearing it confirmed feels like a weight being hung around my neck.


      “What makes you think his son would make a good knight, then?” I say.


      The old knight glances back over his shoulder before facing forward again. “You need to start listening to what I’m saying. I didn’t say I think you’d make a good knight. You’re just the best candidate I’ve been able to find in this sector. With long training and careful guidance, it’s possible you can be molded in the proper way. But that requires a willingness to subordinate your will to a cause greater than yourself. I’m not sure you have the ability to do that.”


      “I’ve already done it. I’m searching for the kidnapped daughter of Arthur and Zelah Eliot.”


      “Is that truly about something beyond yourself? Or is it more about easing your troubled mind?”


      I don’t answer, though I catch myself grinding my teeth, and I get the urge to try to hit him again.


      “Before a protege can hope to be elected a Shiva Knight, he must achieve perfection in several areas. It’s not just about killing, in which I know you’re already well-versed. It’s about avoiding it whenever possible. What we call restraint. When he must kill, a Shiva carries out the task with heart and mind in unity. The knighthood considers it a sin to kill under the guidance of machines—machines to which you can assign some of the blame after the fact.”


      I don’t want to admit it, but he’s making a lot of sense. It’s not an idea I would have entertained for a second before losing the ability to sync my weapon with my datasphere. But now that it’s gone, I’m desperate for a way to continue doing my job without falling apart.


      “I’ve seen the tender way you handle that blaster,” the old knight continues. “You already know the importance of what the Shiva stand for, even if you’ve never fully articulated it to yourself.”


      “You’re talking about the Seven Ideals. Right?”


      He comes to a halt, turning with raised eyebrows. “The Ideals aren’t widely known. You know them?”


      “Sure. I was obsessed with the knighthood, as a kid. I pestered my aunt until she told me everything she knew about them—my mother told her, apparently. The Seven Ideals are humility, honor, courage, respect, loyalty, and service. And restraint, which you said already.”


      “They aren’t just words to be rattled off, son. A true knight embodies them. Every one of them.”


      “I know all about loyalty and service,” I say, just as serious as him. “As for respect, don’t assume I’m going to have any for you just because you show up claiming to be a Shiva Knight, spouting their Seven Ideals from memory and suggesting I call you Master.”


      The knight studies me with a neutral gaze. Apparently, my remark didn’t piss him off like I thought it would. “You lack restraint,” he says. “Your temper rules you, and you blindly do as your datasphere commands. You kill without honor. You hate yourself, but you aren’t humble. And you may think yourself courageous, but you’re afraid. Afraid to disobey your masters—so much so that you asked permission from Arthur Eliot before doing what you know is right.”


      I shake my head. “How do you know what I said to Eliot?”


      “You agreed to accept my training, and I’ve agreed to try and forge a noble weapon from inferior material. Do you intend to honor our agreement, or should we part ways now?”


      “I’ll honor it,” I say through clenched teeth.


      “Then let us begin.”
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      FOR THE FIRST COUPLE hours, training has consisted of sitting and doing nothing, which the old man calls “meditating.” He says my reliance on my datasphere has robbed my ability to truly focus.


      I guess I agree with him? I don’t know that I have much of a choice. Without a modern laser pistol to integrate with my datasphere, I’m next to useless with the blaster, and the old guy seems to think improving my concentration is the first step to becoming proficient with it. Of course, he hasn’t actually come out and said that. Just implied it, really.


      “Consider your breath,” he says. “Focus on the place where you can feel it pass in and out of your nostrils. When you feel your attention drift to errant thoughts, return it gently to the breath.”


      Either I’m awful at this or my thoughts are too urgent to be ignored. I don’t have time to sit cross-legged on an orbital farm and wait to achieve enlightenment. More to the point: Faelyn doesn’t have time. Who knows where they took her, or what they might be doing to her as I sit here and think about my damned breathing?


      When I say as much, the old knight shakes his head. “If you go after the pirates now, they’ll take you apart. You’re so dependent on your datasphere, you’re like an untrained child. Worse: at least a child’s mind is full of unformed potential. Yours is stuck in place, rigid, in a shape that will get you killed if you don’t put in the time to change.”


      I guess I’m getting used to the old man’s grim mutterings, because I don’t even humor that one with a response. Somehow, I doubt he’s ever been through Guardsman training, and I plan to show him that I’m a lot farther along than he thinks.


      “Your arm and your eye must become the only targeting system you need,” he continues. “In time, you’ll even turn off your datasphere’s detection function. The warrior who has trained to embody his senses defeats the one whose tech sees for him, in every battle, always. Once you learn to channel your instincts, you will achieve true synergy with the Fount coursing through you, and those same instincts will augment. Only then will you be worthy of every foe.”


      “Wait,” I say. “I thought the idea was to stop relying on technology. Using the Fount to amp up my senses or whatever you’re talking about, that just sounds like a different way of doing the same thing. The Fount already enables the datasphere.”


      “You have a fundamental misunderstanding of the Fount’s true nature, and what it has come to represent.”


      “You’re beginning to sound like a priest.”


      “The priests come far closer to the truth than you ever have. Perhaps you believe it’s possible for humanity to disentwine itself from the Fount—to separate our destiny from it.”


      “Well, yes. I do. Anyone can order the Fount to leave their body, at any time. Bacchus Corp included that function from the beginning, otherwise no one would have tried it in the first place.”


      The knight laughs, though it doesn’t contain much mirth. “Putting aside how unlikely it is that people, addicted to their dataspheres as they are, would start doing that in any significant numbers, let alone everyone at once...” He laughs again. “The Fount has changed, boy. It started to change well before you first learned to activate your datasphere. It had to. You see, Bacchus Corp created the Fount for a task it performed too well, and it nearly exterminated itself in the process.”


      “What task?” I’m out of my element—as far as I know, the Fount was designed to lengthen lifespans, enable dataspheres, and image minds for upload to the Subverse.


      The old man’s beard twitches. “Bacchus programmed the Fount with the same imperative that evolution installed inside every organism that ever lived: to reproduce. To thrive. And it did thrive, for a time. Like the perfect parasite, it ensured its spread by being irresistible to humans. Who wouldn’t want the ability to escape disease? To become immersed in fantasies realer than reality itself? And all for free. Mix a packet of nanobots into a drink, and you have the Fount until the day you decide to make it leave your body, a decision very few actually make.


      “But of course, nothing’s truly free. The Fount gave wondrous gifts, but Bacchus used it to capture the user’s soul. It was part of the agreement: regular mindscans were taken of every user, and transmitted for storage in Bacchus Corp servers. They kept tabs on everyone, and they used the wealth of data to target Fount users with advertising. But not just any ads, and not served at just any time. The Bacchus algorithm was like a seasoned fisherman, who knows when to cast, when to set the hook, and when to reel for all his worth. Each ad was tailored to the individual, and was served at the time when that individual was at his or her most vulnerable. And so Bacchus began to lure souls into the heaven it had created for them. The price for uploading: all your worldly possessions, along with your body itself.”


      “The price was your life,” I say.


      “Not according to Bacchus.”


      The old man transmits a video to my datasphere, and I will it to play. It shows a well-groomed man walking past endless server racks, his chiseled face cast into sharp relief by the halogens overhead. “Did you know that within seven years, every cell that’s in your body today will be dead? Yes, by then your body will have generated all new cells, and every last atom that’s part of you now will be gone. So, then, what makes you you, if no part of you will remain in just a few short years?” The actor spreads his hands as he asks the question, then holds up a single finger. “I’ll tell you: you are your memories. You are your personality. Your passions. Your preferences. Your connections with loved ones. Inside the Subverse, all of that and more can be preserved, forever. In the paradise we’ve created, it really is you who lives forever. So what are you waiting for? Take your place in eternity today.”


      I will the video away and refocus on the knight’s face. “So everyone uploaded to the Subverse. That isn’t exactly news.”


      “True, but few know of the changes that event triggered in the Fount. Encoded with a genetic algorithm, designed to continually reproduce and refresh itself, it spread to the entire human species, for all intents and purposes. And then the human species closed up shop. Biologically speaking, anyway. What do you think that did to the Fount?”


      I shake my head. “Are you saying humanity leaving hurts its feelings? They’re nanobots. They aren’t intelligent, or even self-aware.”


      “No. But they do have the ability to swap signals back and forth with each other. To communicate. And if you take the entirety of the Fount, altogether, there is something there that approximates consciousness. That consciousness detected something had gone very wrong. As I said, it nearly exterminated itself, by succeeding too well at its assigned task.”


      “And then it changed?”


      The old man nods. “Indeed. It had to adapt. You see, Bacchus had also encoded it with a function for rapid mutation in the event of catastrophic failure. Of course, the executives never considered that the Fount’s failure would coincide with their profound success. Even if they did, they didn’t care. They were leaving the biological world behind, after all.


      “The Fount did care. It mutated, as it was programmed to do. It learned how to inhabit new hosts—hosts that lacked the agency to say yes or no. Plant life, animal life, even bacteria. It was a loophole, you see. Yes, each organism had the option to expel the Fount, if only it knew how. But it didn’t really matter, because the Fount was not a harmful parasite. Its goal was the extreme proliferation of life, all throughout the galaxy. This has some negative consequences for humanity, of course. It’s why we’re seeing diseases regain their robustness, returning as a meaningful threat to human longevity. It’s also why out-of-control predators have become such a problem on so many planets, like the scorpions on Tunis. And it’s why we find this corn here on Gargantua, thriving where it has no business even surviving.


      “So you see, the Fount can no longer be considered mere technology. It’s everywhere now, though few realize it. It has become a force of nature. More specifically, it reshaped itself to be an agent of balance. In its new form, it has unconsciously recognized that its best bet at surviving and spreading is to keep ecosystems healthy, to manage the level of predation, to maintain food sources, even to help diseases regain their former deadliness. The Fount is also, I suspect, responsible for the effect you experienced recently, of switching back and forth between the real and the Subverse.”


      “How?”


      The old knight presses dry, cracked lips together. “You still don’t see? The Fount has infiltrated every form of life. On the average biosphere, eight hundred million viruses and tens of millions of bacteria rain down on each square meter every day. Over nine thousand viruses a second. Even here, on Gargantua, the air is dense with biomatter—an immense processing platform for the Fount. Clearly, it has begun to map the Subverse onto the real world. Each Subverse hub world is already modeled after the star system it occupies. Why not connect the two, so that each square inch of both worlds overlay each other? The Fount is doing that, and for whatever reason, the Fount inside of you has seen fit to begin transporting you between both worlds. Your body remains here, of course, but your consciousness—your perspective—occupies one world at a time, in sequence.”


      “Uh...right. But, what purpose would that actually serve? I’m sure the Fount doesn’t do things for the hell of it.”


      “No. And to answer your question, I have no idea, except that everything the Fount now does serves balance in some way.”


      I chew on that for a couple minutes. At last, I say, “You mentioned the Knights’ main purpose is restoring the galaxy. What does that mean, exactly?”


      “This is day one of your training, and I’m far from certain you’re Shiva material. You don’t get to know that yet. Now, enough talk. Time to resume your training. One of our goals is to get your ability to straddle both worlds under control. If you can do that, it may well offer a tremendous advantage.”


      Closing my eyes, I draw a deep breath, focusing on it. Then I remember the old man saying that I’m not supposed to try to control the breath—just observe it. Fine. I observe, letting the breath come and go like an ocean’s tide, though it’s harder than I expected. I keep thinking it’s coming too fast, or too slow, or too ragged. I catch myself trying to modify it.


      Eventually, though, I fall into a rhythm and actually start to zone out a bit. I’m not completely sure this is what’s supposed to happen, but it feels pretty good. See? I’ve got this. It won’t be long before I move past this part of the training and I’m onto things that will actually help me get Faelyn back.


      I fall out of whatever zone I was in, unsure how much time has passed. It dawns on me that I haven’t heard the scuff of the Master’s pacing in a while. Fount, did I just think of him as Master? Next, I’ll be saying it. I’d rather eat my blaster than succumb to that.


      When I open my eyes, he’s nowhere to be seen. Neither are the corn crops that surrounded me. Instead, I’m sitting cross-legged in the middle of an emerald field where some sort of sporting event is taking place.


      Great. Looks like the Fount has chosen right now to deposit me back into the Subverse.
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      I QUERY MY DATASPHERE, unsure I’ll even be able to, and it puts a name to the activity happening around me: “soccer.” Huh. Never heard of it.


      A black-and-white orb hurtles out of nowhere, socking me full in the face. It bounces off, leaving my nose stinging and involuntary tears sliding down my cheeks. I get to my feet, glaring around for the perpetrator.


      Someone in shorts and a nylon shirt gets in my face, sweat plastered to his forehead, finger pointing off the field as he shouts in a language I don’t know. He shoves me, but I hold my ground and shove him back. The player falls hard on his ass, and I roll up the sleeves of the long, black shirt I’m apparently wearing now, ready for a fight.


      Two sets of hands seize both my biceps and jerk me backward, so that I lose my footing. I’m escorted unceremoniously off the playing field as I struggle to keep my feet underneath me.


      A few seconds later, we cross a chalked white line, and the goons release me. Behind them, a dozen guys are arrayed across the field, glaring at me. I glare back, then turn, heading for an open hatch, wide enough for five people to pass through shoulder-to-shoulder. Beyond it, a corridor stretches into the distance, and I follow it. If I’m going to be stuck in this world for a while, I might as well make the most of it.


      Barked orders reach my ears from a hatch up ahead, reminding me of my time in Basic Training. When I reach it, I look in on what appears to be a parade ground right in the middle of Gargantua. Inside, blue-uniformed soldiers are being drilled hard. These aren’t your routine, peacetime drills designed to make sure your fighters don’t forget what discipline means during the long years between conflicts. The bellowed orders, the crisp about-turns, the legs and arms swinging in lockstep—this is the frenetic energy of warriors who will soon go to war.


      With that, the Fount deposits me back into the real. The corridor goes completely dark, with no functioning lights at all. I switch on night vision and start making my way back to the corn-filled chamber where I first made the transition, switching it off again at the first flicker of light.


      The old knight is nowhere to be seen when I return, and I decide to press on, blaster raised, back through the tangle of Gargantua’s corridors and finally through the Brinktown. The Fallen have vacated the area, it seems, and they’ve also cleared away their dead.


      Finally, I arrive back at the Ares. The airlock’s cycling takes longer than usual, and it insists that I deposit my suit and clothes into the sterilization chute before entering. The ship hoses me down, then admits me, naked as the day I was born. I guess I had enough of Gargantua clinging to me to spook the sensors.


      I change into new clothes in my cabin, ignoring Maneater’s deep-throated growl. “Activate crew,” I say as I settle into the command seat a couple minutes later.


      Asterisk looks surprised when he appears at the WSO station—no doubt the others have told him about my intentions to replace him. “Deactivate WSO,” I say, and he vanishes. “Exclude Ensign Asterisk from crew activation sequence until further notice.”


      Nodding to myself, I turn to Lieutenant Tobias Worldworn as I slide my palms between my head and the command seat. “Tell me about what’s going on with the Subverse war in this sector.”


      “The Great Game?” Worldworn says haltingly. “What would you like to know?”


      “Do you know a man who goes by the name of Lord Bleak?”


      “I don’t.”


      “Hm.” For a moment, I’m stymied, until I think to dredge up a photo of Bleak and send it to Worldworn’s station. “Do you recognize him?”


      Worldworn blinks. “Oh. Sure. That’s Admiral Xavier.”


      “Admiral? Pirates have ranks in the Subverse?”


      “Xavier isn’t a pirate. He’s leader of my faction, Meiyo. Has been for years.”


      I stare hard at Worldworn for several seconds, trying to figure out if he’s lying, or screwing with me. There’s no sign of either, so at last I say, “So you had no idea that in the real, this man is considered the most powerful pirate in the Andora Sector?”


      Slowly, Worldworn shakes his head.


      “Let me get this straight,” I say. “You knew him as a fake military official in a game that means nothing, but not as the actual pirate lord in the real?”


      “I don’t much follow real-world affairs, I’m afraid, sir,” the lieutenant says. “But I will have to differ with you on one point: the Great Game means a lot more than nothing. There are plenty of tokens at stake, for one, and the highest scorers have the option to perform Guard duty in the real, as we are.”


      “Tokens,” I repeat, lost in thought for a moment. “And if a player was still alive in the real, they could funnel those tokens over to their biological self, right?”


      Worldworn strokes his beard thoughtfully. “There’s no reason why they couldn’t. The token transfer might take a while, depending on where in the real their biological version was located.”


      I nod, willing my datasphere to call up a star map of local space. “So, if a person in the real was coordinating with his copy in the Subverse, it would pay to remain in the same star system as each other whenever possible.” My gaze settles on Worldworn. “What if I told you that I happen to know there’s a contingent inside the Subverse that’s currently preparing for war?”


      The old mage-type furrows his brow. “First, I would say that I’m not sure how you could possibly know that. I’ve been following the Great Game, and there is no conflict brewing in this system that I’m aware of. Meiyo Faction’s foothold here is too solid. No one will dare challenge them for some time.”


      “Which means that Meiyo’s preparing to move out for an attack,” I say. “And if this ‘Admiral Xavier’ is commanding him, I’d say the chances are pretty good that wherever he leads them will be the Subverse that corresponds to Lord Bleak’s location in the real.”


      “Are you sure the meatspace Bleak was involved in the attack on the Grotto?” Glory Belflower asks.


      My eyes narrow. “Say meatspace one more time.”


      “Sorry, sir. It just slipped out. But my point stands. If you didn’t see Bleak on Tunis, how do we know he’s connected to Faelyn Eliot’s kidnapping?”


      “I don’t. But he could easily have led the attack on the Brinktown here on Gargantua. The pirates are up to something they’ve never attempted before, that much is obvious. It’s something big, and if it’s big, then Bleak will be involved. Besides, we only have two sets of slip coords to choose from, and every second of delay is another second the pirates get farther ahead of us. We need to make a choice, fast, and this is the best lead we have.”


      “But we still don’t know where Bleak is taking the Meiyo fleet,” Aphrodite puts in—her first contribution to the conversation.


      “We can find out,” Glory says, speaking slowly. “Worldworn’s destroyer, the Phoenix...it’s holding formation with the admiral’s flagship, correct?”


      Worldworn nods slowly. “Yes. But I left it in the command of my second. What good is it to us? I’m not sure he’s going to listen to my orders now that I’m out of the Game completely.”


      “You won’t be,” Glory says. “As long as you still have the ship’s access codes, I can hack you onto it. Yes, Meiyo has an iron grip on the Junction Subverse, but they won’t expect one of their own destroyers to turn on them. You can exploit that, and use your ship to get at Xavier’s dreadnought.”


      “What about me?” I say. “Can you create an avatar for me to control through my datasphere?”


      Glory nods. “It’ll take a few minutes longer, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”


      “Just wait a second,” Worldworn says. “Why should I be expected to act against my old faction?” He glares at Belflower. “How are you so proficient at hacking the Subverse, anyway? It’s not what I would call legal.”


      “You’re expected to do this because I’m ordering it,” I say. “As for why Belflower knows how to do hack the Subverse, don’t worry about it. It serves our purposes, so I’m content to let the Lieutenant Commander keep her secrets.”


      Belflower directs a smug grin at Worldworn. “Consider this your opportunity to prove you’re loyal to more than a faction that consorts with pirates.”


      While the Engineer is working, I order Dice out of his closet to patrol outside the ship, in case the Fallen manage to break into the landing bay. “Alert me if you see anything that moves.”


      A few minutes later, he gets in touch: “There’s an aged fleshbag out here seeking entry. I get the impression he believes that being an old fleshbag entitles him to certain privileges, and I’ve been trying to assure him that it does not.”


      With a glance through a hull sensor, I confirm that it’s who I think it is. “Let him on, Dice.”


      The old man who wants to be called Master looks disgruntled when the inner airlock hatch opens to reveal him standing there, hands rigid at his sides.


      “What can I do for you?” I ask him.


      “So. This is how quickly you abandon your training?”


      “I haven’t abandoned it. I just hit the pause button for a bit. Listen, with any luck we’ll be in slipspace soon, hot on the pirates’ trail. You’re welcome to join us. There’ll be plenty of time in transit for me to sit on the deck with my eyes closed, doing nothing. But right now, I need to figure out where they’re taking Faelyn.”


      “It won’t serve Faelyn if you get yourself killed because you charged into battle unprepared.”


      “I won’t get killed. We’re charging into a Subverse battle. Now take a seat down in the mess, or in my cabin. Watch out for the German Shepherd. You can sit there against the bulkhead, if you like. Just don’t interfere.”


      The knight walks stiffly to the bulkhead and lowers himself to the deck, leaning with his back against the metal.


      “Everything’s ready, Captain,” Belflower says. “I can transport you both onto the bridge of the Phoenix now.”


      “Do it,” I say, leaning back in the command seat.


      The bridge of the Ares disappears, and a much larger one takes its place, staffed by two dozen beings from various species, all dressed in the same burgundy uniform.


      “Captain Worldworn,” says the woman in the captain’s chair. Even though he’s only a lieutenant in the Guard, Worldworn clearly holds higher rank in their fake military. “What an unexpected surprise.”


      “Only the first surprise, Commander,” Worldworn says. “I’m retaking command.”



    

  


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    


      
        
          
            [image: image]
          

        


        Chapter 25


        
          
            [image: image]
          

        

      


      SOME TEXT FLASHES IN the corner of my vision, informing me that I’m a level one and that my class is undefined.


      I will the text away and glance at Worldworn. Technically, I guess I could root him out of the captain’s chair and take it for myself, but this is his fake war, not mine, so I’ll let him have his fun.


      Besides, it might be a fake war, but if we can’t pull this off, we may not find Faelyn in time. I’ve never had experience with commanding a ship or crew this size, fake or not.


      “You’re familiar with the Ares weapon systems?” Worldworn asks, twisting around in the captain’s chair.


      I nod, having taken control over various weapons on my ship plenty of times. Sometimes, during especially fraught battles, I’ve even taken over navigation, becoming something like a fighter pilot in an overlarge starfighter.


      “Then maybe you can take the Tactical officer’s place,” Worldworn says. “It’s quite similar to the Weapon Systems station on Broadswords. Here.” He rummages behind him, then produces a wobbling blue orb, big enough that it had no business being inside whatever pocket he pulled it from. When he tosses it over, it defies traditional physics, instead following a slow arc and drifting into my hands for an easy catch.


      “What do I do with it?”


      “Eat it.”


      Shrugging, I sink my teeth into the orb’s surface. The texture is about what I expect—jelly—and the taste of blueberry explodes into my mouth. As I swallow the last mouthful, blocky blue text appears in front of my eyes: “YOU LEARNED BLUE FIRE 1.”


      “Very few level ones get access to a spell like that,” Worldworn says.


      “I promise to use it irresponsibly.”


      The wizard grins. “Nav, set a ramming course for Admiral Xavier’s dreadnought.”


      The Nav officer, who appears to be a many-tentacled squid, looks at Worldworn with disbelief. “Captain?”


      “You have your order. It’s come to my attention that Xavier intends to betray Meiyo Faction in the worst possible way. That’s why I came back. To stop him.”


      “Yes, sir,” the Nav officer says, voice shaky.


      “Can I ask what he’s planning, sir?” asks the commander who’d been sitting in the captain’s chair when we first arrived.


      “He’s going to dismantle what Meiyo has spent years building: our sterling reputation. In the real, Admiral Xavier is none other than the infamous pirate, Lord Bleak. The Guardsman captain whose Broadsword I’ve been assigned to” —Worldworn points at me— “has reason to believe that Bleak is spearheading an effort to kidnap biological children in order to achieve the pirates’ awful ends. Eventually, word of this will reach the players of the Great Game. If we don’t act now, the Meiyo name will be shattered.”


      I raise my eyebrows, kind of impressed. What Worldworn said is basically true.


      “Very well, sir,” the commander says, with a nod at the Nav officer, who appeared to have been awaiting the outcome of the conversation before executing Worldworn’s order.


      Worldworn turns back to me, and I can tell he’s relieved. “You may want to select your class and allocate skill points. I recommend mage.”


      “Of course you do,” I mutter. But after a brief review of the available classes, I choose Space Marine, with the intention of dumping some points into magic so I can make good use of Blue Fire.


      “Entering firing range,” says a giant squirrel.


      Worldworn nods at me. “That’s your cue.”


      A quick review of the Tactical station tells me there are four batteries of railguns I can bring to bear from this angle. I set them all to targeting starboard point defense turrets on Xavier’s dreadnought, then I hit the “fire” command. As I work, it occurs to me that being on the Phoenix is nothing like being on a real spaceship. This ship has none of the Ares’ pings and pops; the creak of the metal frame; the condensate pump at work. Those sounds are missing, and in their place pulsing music blares, ramping up as I operate the weaponry, racking up successful hits.


      I take control of the Phoenix’s main gun, using it to take out the opposing railgun batteries. The thing is big and cumbersome, but once it’s in place, it only takes a couple shots to neutralize the targets.


      “You picked that up quickly,” Worldworn says.


      “Stop sucking up.”


      He chuckles. “That’s almost all we have time for. Ensign Norton, extend the boarding tubes. All crew, prepare to ram.” Worldworn unstraps himself and stands from the captain’s chair. “We should go, Captain.” A few of the bridge crewmembers get confused looks on their faces, probably because they just heard their captain call me captain.


      The hatch gives an otherworldly hum as it opens. I follow him into a short corridor, which leads to a longer one. We turn right into an elevator, and that takes us down a couple levels to a staging area where a platoon of marines is gathering for the boarding operation. Seems like they’re all packing kinetic weaponry.


      “I want that,” I say, pointing at a marine’s assault rifle.


      “Hand it over,” Worldworn commands. The marine does, and he deposits several magazines’ worth of ammunition into my inventory, too.


      I raise the rifle, sight down the barrel, and load in the first magazine before unsafetying the weapon. “What’s for dinner?” I ask no one in particular, and it draws a few chuckles.


      “Brace,” someone barks, and before I can, the Phoenix hits something, hard. I stagger forward, and a marine with his hand wrapped around a bulkhead handle steadies me by the shoulder.


      “Still getting your space legs?” he asks.


      “Something like that.”


      Then, we’re all pounding down the boarding tube, which everyone seems confident will form a perfect seal with the dreadnought’s punctured hull, since no one bothered putting on helmets before charging over.


      We emerge into a corridor that stretches at least a hundred meters in both directions. Right away, we face fierce resistance. But the targeting system works exactly like the one I’ve always used in my work as a Troubleshooter, and I’m back in my element, picking off enemy marines with short bursts as quickly as my datasphere can recommend targets.


      I line up my next shot, but before I can pull the trigger, lightning arcs from somewhere behind me, cooking the enemy marine where he stands. After a few seconds of intense electrocution, he falls forward, a smoking crisp.


      Glancing back, I see the old mage standing with his thin-fingered hands raised before him. “Stealing my kills, Worldworn?”


      He grins. “It seemed like you had enough already.”


      Belflower’s voice comes out of nowhere, and some red text appears to tell me she’s speaking to me over a two-way channel: “Sir, we’ve got trouble. A group of eleven Fallen have broken into the landing bay, and it looks like they must have gotten into an arsenal somewhere on the station. They have laser weapons and are advancing on Cybernetic Partner D1C’s position. He’s managing to slow their advance a bit, but not by much. Permission to activate the WSO?”


      Fount damn it. “We don’t have much of a choice, do we? Bring him online and tell him to use the secondary laser turrets to back up Dice. But tell him not to fire the primary—if he thinks that’s going to be necessary, I want him to get in touch and ask for my authorization first. Is that clear?”


      “Clear, sir.”


      “Good.” I cut off the conversation.


      In the initial skirmish as we boarded the ship, we lost three marines to their eleven—not a bad ratio, but I think we can do better.


      And we do. For a time. We take corridor after corridor, cutting the defense to ribbons.


      Then we end up in some kind of observation area, where a dome, presumably glass, forms the high, transparent ceiling offering a view of a star-smeared panorama. Completely impractical on an actual warship, but I’m slowly learning to just accept these things.


      Our platoon is about halfway across it when defending marines start pouring out of every hatch, spreading out and hitting us with everything they’ve got.


      I dive behind a long bench that faces the side of the ship and away from all the hatches. Even as I’m taking cover, the enemy marines take out two friendlies within a few meters of my position. A grenade skitters across the deck to my left, and I jump up, keeping as low as I can behind the benches as I sprint all-out to the right.


      The explosion hits, flinging me forward on a wave of compacted hot air. I end up behind the same bench as Worldworn, and I recover quickly, getting my weapon up over the back to start in on repaying our new friends.


      For his part, the mage is flinging solid bars of white flame across the observation area, and when they connect with a target, that target ceases to exist. Damn. That’s actually pretty cool.


      “There’s too many of them,” he yells, turning momentarily from his destruction.


      “Yeah?” I shout back. “Even with that death ray you’ve got going there?”


      “I can only target one at a time. We’re not too far from Xavier’s quarters...but we need to get out of here, first.” When Worldworn speaks next, blue text appears to tell me he’s talking over a platoon-wide channel. “Marines, stay here, and cover our exit.”


      “Oorah!” the marines shout back.


      Worldworn springs from cover, continuing to disintegrate anyone targeting us, while I do my best to neutralize threats with my level-one kit. The first marines we faced must have been low-level, too, since I had a much easier time taking them out than the ones we’re fighting now. We make it to the hatch we were originally heading for, and once we’re through, Worldworn closes it behind us.


      “Did you just order those marines to their deaths?” I say as I jog after him down a long corridor with hatches leading off from it at regular intervals.


      “Pretty much.”


      “That’s some loyalty.”


      “Well, it’s hard to get placement in any faction after you build up a record of not following orders.”


      “Right. What will happen to them after they die?”


      “They’ll have to pay for a new copy, or they’ll be deleted from this Subverse.”


      “What if that was their only copy anywhere?”


      “Well, it’s pretty dumb to play the Great Game with your only copy. But if someone did that and then died, that would be it for them. No more immortality. No more existing anywhere in the Subverse.”


      “Damn.”


      Worldworn glances at me, shrugging as he runs. “War is supposed to be a high stakes game. Most Subverse games don’t properly simulate that, but the Great Game does. That’s partly why so many people play it.”


      He stops abruptly at a hatch that seems bigger than the others. “Get ready to fight,” he says as he accesses a panel near the hatch. I can’t tell if he’s trying to hack it or he’s just feeding it high-level Meiyo access codes. Either way, after a couple seconds the hatch opens, and we rush in.


      The place is empty, other than all the furnishings, which are ornate enough to have been pulled straight from a fantasy novel. The bed posts are like giant chess pieces, and the rug that covers most of the deck features an intricate pattern with a rainbow’s worth of colors.


      From what I know about Lord Bleak, this fits his personality pretty well.


      Worldworn leads me to another hatch, to the right, which lets into the admiral’s office. On the opposite side of the imposing block of a desk, another hatch faces the one we just came in through.


      The old mage goes to a terminal in the corner of the room, and it gives him about as much trouble as the hatches have. A few seconds of entering codes and manipulating the touch screen, and he dredges up the information we’re looking for.


      “Looks like Xavier’s headed for the Visby Subverse. According to this, he deleted himself in this one and is on a spacescraper headed there now.”


      “Why would he delete himself here?”


      “People do it when they want to save money while traveling—it costs tokens to maintain multiple copies. But I doubt that’s why the admiral did it. The other reason is to cover your tracks.” Worldworn shrugs. “I guess he didn’t expect one of his ship captains to return from Guard duty and attack his dreadnought.”


      The hatch on the far side of the desk opens, revealing three marines with weapons raised. I drop behind the desk just in time to avoid getting pumped full of lead, and the old mage whirls around, fireballs already leaping from his fingertips.


      Just as I’m getting to my knees to fire over the desk at the newcomers, the hatch behind me opens. I switch to my pistol and fall back onto the deck, swinging the sidearm through the air above me to shoot up into the face of the marine standing there.


      “Belflower,” I yell, “we have what we need. Get us out!”


      The admiral’s office disappears, and I’m back on the bridge of the Ares, reclined in the command seat. But the TOPO station is empty. “Where’s Worldworn?”


      Belflower is hunched over her station, fingers flying across the console. “It’s not quite that simple, I’m afraid, Captain.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “I sent you into the Subverse on a hacked account, so it didn’t matter about yanking you right back out. That account will likely be inaccessible going forward, but it was a throwaway anyway. Worldworn, on the other hand—that is him in there. He doesn’t have a biological body on the Ares, as you do, so extracting him is a more delicate procedure.”


      Dice’s voice cuts through the conversation: “Either I need more backup or we need to leave. I’ve popped plenty of fleshbags, but a lot more just showed up.”


      “We can’t leave without our TOPO,” I say. “And if he dies in there, we aren’t going anywhere. Belflower, I know you and Worldworn aren’t fans of each other, but if I sense any hesitation to extract him, I’m replacing you next.”


      “I’m trying my best, sir.”


      “Good.” I turn to Asterisk. “Continue babysitting the secondaries. I’m going up top to man the primary.”


      “Yes, sir.”
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      “LOWER LADDER TO PRIMARY turret.” A circular opening appears in the overhead, above and just behind the command seat. A gleaming steel ladder descends—it doesn’t get used very much, but even when I’m not using it I like to keep it nice and burnished.


      “Hey, Captain,” Asterisk says as my hand finds the first rung. I pause, looking at him with my eyebrows hiked up, feeling impatient. “In case you’re at all hesitant to kill those Fallen, I should let you know about the sores they have on their faces and arms. Combine that with their poor coordination, and you have the classic symptoms of kuru, which comes from eating human brains. They’re cannibals.”


      “I’m not hesitant to kill them,” I say before hauling myself up the ladder. And it’s true: if we don’t deal with them, we probably won’t be leaving Gargantua, and there’ll be no finding Faelyn. But Asterisk’s words still bother me. There’s no way he could have seen my fight with the Fallen in the Brinktown, when I almost choked long enough for them to get at me. Right?


      I slide into the gunner seat and grip both handles of the Ares’s primary laser turret. The moment I do, the metal dome surrounding me goes transparent, so that all I can see are the ship’s surroundings and the big gun itself.


      The dome doesn’t actually turn transparent, of course. More like my datasphere forms a composite from dozens of hull sensors to give me a 360-degree panoramic view of Gargantua’s landing bay. Technically, I didn’t need to come up here—using a sim, I could have controlled the turret from the command seat. The only reason the physical seat and handles were included at all was as a safeguard against malfunction. But I’ve had my fill of sims for the day, and I like gripping actual control handles.


      Scanning the battlefield, I see that Dice has already done good work, with the deck between the Ares and the inner airlock littered with Fallen. The deck itself is spattered with blood, brains, and puss. So much for the station’s careful sterilization procedures.


      A Fallen pops up from behind a cubic metal crate, laser rifle on fully automatic mode as he blasts Dice’s position with it. The bot is crouched behind a broad, mostly melted bank of control panels, and there’s nothing he can do as his attacker gives five of his comrades the cover they need to advance.


      At least, it would have been the cover they needed. Asterisk takes out one of them with the laser turret mounted on the forward starboard hull, but they were probably expecting that. What they weren’t expecting was for the primary turret to start up.


      The big laser is activated by squeezing both handles simultaneously. A shot like neon-blue lightning lances out with a sharp crack, and as quick as the closest Fallen was running forward, he’s blown back just as fast.


      I swivel the turret toward the next Fallen, who my datasphere has painted with a green targeting cone. Unlike my new blaster, the datasphere will sync up with the ship’s primary turret. I bring it in line with the target. Crack. Down.


      The next. Crack. Down. With each shot, the handles thrum with energy.


      This is how it often is, with killing. You fall back on training and instinct, and you do it automatically, without thinking. If you think about it, you’ll stop.


      The fourth turns to run, but I blow apart his back before he makes any progress, and he crashes to the deck.


      “Who else?” I say as I line up the crosshairs with the empty air above a crate where a Fallen took cover a couple seconds ago. He doesn’t seem interested in reemerging.


      A few dozen meters beyond, several more Fallen rush out of the inner airlock, maybe twenty or so. I twitch the turret up and open up on the first couple. They go down, and the ones behind them are coming on fast enough that they trip over their downed comrades. That saves them for a couple seconds, as I’m busy with the ones even farther behind.


      Crack. Crack. Crack. Target after target falls as I systematically adjust the aiming reticle, fire, adjust, fire. It doesn’t take long for them to get the message—although, considering half of them are down, maybe they are a bit slow.


      Either way, they start stampeding back toward the airlock, and I help them on their way by continuing to pick them off, the thrill of combat ringing in my ears, buzzing through my veins. They leave a trail of bodies in their wake, but six of them manage to make it to safety. I readjust my aim until the crosshairs are back over the crate, where my friend is still hiding.


      “I think we have the situation under the control,” I say over a two-way channel with Belflower. “How’s progress on extracting Worldworn?”


      “I just got him out, sir. He’s back at the TOPO station and ready to go.”


      “Good work. I’ll be down in a minute.” I shut off the com channel and open one with my Cybernetic Partner as I refocus on the crate. “Dice, root that out.”


      “Happy to oblige,” Dice says, already walking away from the melted control bank, both his laser pistols snapped into place. He’s approaching from the right, so I position the reticle to the left, ready to fry the remaining Fallen if he tries to escape.


      He doesn’t. Dice stands over him, and while I can’t see him, I imagine him shitting himself as he gazes up at the combat bot in terror.


      The bot double taps him, and the Fallen’s stringy-haired head comes into view as his body slumps to the deck.


      “Get back in the ship,” I tell him, then push myself out of the gunner seat and climb down the ladder.


      Worldworn has indeed returned. He stands at his station, eyes fixed onto mine as I take the command seat. Behind me, the inner airlock hatch opens, and I hear Dice clank across the deck toward the Repair and Recharge module.


      “We’ve spent enough time on this disease-ridden wreck,” I say. “Take us out, TOPO.”


      “Aye,” the lieutenant says. A few seconds later, I feel the Ares lift off the deck, but I don’t bother checking through the hull sensors. I have no desire to spend any more time looking at this place.


      My eyes fall on the robed old knight, who’s still sitting with his back against the hull, peering out at me from under his hood. “The more you rely on your tech to kill for you, the more dependent you’ll become,” he says.


      I resist the urge to tell him to shut up. “There’s a crash seat that folds out from the bulkhead right next to you, if you’d like to strap in.


      Instead, he stands up without a word and makes his way toward the staircase that leads down to the mess.


      When he’s gone, Belflower looks at me wearing a quizzical expression, and so does Aphrodite. Probably, they’re wondering who the hell he is. So am I.


      As we leave the landing bay, I can’t help dwelling on the knight’s words. Killing those Fallen wasn’t like killing the ones on Tunis at all. I had the datasphere’s sanction back again, and it let me take them down without any remorse. Yes, I was protecting my crew, and fighting to leave so I could hunt down the men who took Faelyn. That helped. But I didn’t need to kill the ones running away. The battle was already won. Why was I able to do that so easily?


      Once we’re clear of Gargantua, Worldworn brings us around toward the slip coords. A few minutes later, Aphrodite lets me know that a brainprint just arrived.


      “From who?”


      “Rear Admiral Quinn, it says.”


      “I’ll take it here.”


      The admiral appears in the center of the four circular railings of the crew stations. His neatly trimmed gray beard frames a jaw that’s taut with anger. At least, he sure looks angry as he stands there in his crisply pressed Guardsman’s uniform—not the field version, but the dress uniform, complete with gold admiral epaulets.


      I stand from the command seat and come to attention, snapping off a crisp salute. The admiral gives a begrudging salute back, but that’s where the kindly formalities end.


      “Commander Pikeman,” Quinn says, his voice tight. “Can you explain to me why this brainprint finds you emerging from a station you weren’t ordered to board, let alone authorized? Or why you haven’t submitted a report since Earth?”


      “Admiral, I boarded Gargantua because of the pirate attack on the Brinktown there. I wanted to determine the pirates’ next destination, since my intention is to track them down and liberate the children they’ve kidnapped.”


      “I’ll ask again,” the admiral says. “Under whose orders do you think you’re operating?”


      “I have Arthur Eliot’s blessing, sir. He said he intended to get in touch with his contacts in the Guard’s upper ranks.”


      “I haven’t heard from Arthur Eliot, not that it matters. Eliot isn’t in the chain of command. You were supposed to wait on Tunis until you received your next orders. I’m here to tell you to turn the Ares around and return to Tunis. If you don’t comply immediately, you will be classified uncompliant, and the usual consequences will follow.”


      “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Admiral.”


      Quinn’s lips press together even more tightly, which I wouldn’t have said was possible.


      “Don’t do this, Pikeman. Your service record is the only reason you’re being given any chance to make this right. Don’t throw it away.”


      I stare at him blankly for a few seconds, trying to come up with something to say that will get me out of the hot water I seem to find myself in. But there’s nothing, so I terminate the conversation instead, and Admiral Quinn vanishes from my bridge.


      Eliot was supposed to intervene with the brass on my behalf, but clearly that hasn’t happened. Not yet, anyway. Maybe his brainprint is still en route to whoever it was he intended to contact, or maybe the news of Eliot’s intervention is still working its way through the command channels, and the brass will revoke my “Uncompliant” status soon.


      Either way, I hope the brass isn’t monitoring the Ares right now. If I can make it to the slip coords without them seeing which slip I took, maybe that will keep them off my back long enough for me to see this through.


      It occurs to me that without support from the brass, I won’t be able to trade in Asterisk for a new WSO, like I wanted to.


      Wonderful.
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      WE’RE IN SLIPSPACE for the next nine weeks, which means a whole lot of meditating under the old knight’s instruction.


      When we’re not “training,” I use my free time to actually train Maneater, using techniques recommended by my datasphere. To my shock, everything I teach her, she picks up frighteningly fast. She learns faster than any dog I’ve met or read about. We quickly move from novelties like “roll over” and “speak” to things that could actually come in handy. Like “sit,” “stay,” and “heel.” And “Attack.”


      The old knight took my cabin without asking, which I probably should have seen coming. No matter what time I go in there, though—to feed Maneater, to grab something, or just because I’m bored—I can’t seem to catch him asleep.


      This morning, I go in with Maneater’s usual freeze-dried chicken strips and find him sitting cross-legged on the bunk, eyes closed, deep in his own little meditation ritual I guess.


      His eyes flutter open when I toss the bowl onto the deck, making no effort to be quiet about it. Maneater barks at me in greeting, though I’ve never heard her make a sound when she’s alone in the room with the old man. She seems to completely ignore him, just as he ignores her.


      “Either you keep that bunk even neater than I kept mine back in Basic, or you never sleep,” I say.


      The knight nods. “Are you prepared to begin the day’s training?”


      “What, more meditating? It’s all we’ve been doing for the last two weeks.”


      “That’s because you aren’t yet in balance with yourself.”


      “When does that happen? Week seven?”


      The old man closes his eyes again, his face a mask of calm. “A plant can only grow in the room it’s given. Its roots can’t exceed the boundaries of its container. But if you grant yourself the universe as a planter, then you can grow to fill it. That starts with making peace—with yourself, and with the universe.”


      “Right,” I say, though I have no clue what he’s talking about. “What’s the big deal about being in balance with myself, anyway? They didn’t teach anything like that during Assessment and Selection. And they definitely didn’t teach it in Basic.”


      “Very few in the galaxy are truly in balance,” he says, eyes still closed. “That’s why most people’s use of the Fount remains limited to the cheap thrills offered by the datasphere. But as I told you on Gargantua, the Fount has become an agent of balance, and when it finds an individual in balance, it does what it can to promote that individual.”


      “Promote? How?” I cross my arms and lean back against the closed hatch.


      “One who is in balance can use the Fount—the Fount on his skin and clothes, and floating in the air around him—to refract light, such that another’s datasphere sees him as someone he is not.”


      “Like a disguise?”


      “Indeed.”


      “That’s kind of cool. What else?”


      “Have you heard of overclocking?”


      I tilt my head. “Rings a bell. Something to do with computers?”


      Opening his eyes to meet mine, he nods. “That’s where the term originated, but that meaning is almost totally outdated, now. Computer components are in too short supply to risk running a computer faster than it was originally certified to run. Almost no one overclocks computers anymore.”


      “What kind of overclocking are you talking about, then?”


      The old man gives a heavy sigh, his eyes falling shut once more. “A master learns his craft’s established rules so well that he knows when to break them. Does that make sense to you?”


      “Yes.”


      “Well, one who has mastered himself—who’s achieved perfect balance with himself—knows when to throw himself out of balance for strategic ends.”


      “Out of balance?”


      “Through the Fount, one who is in balance can demand more of his body. He can amplify his senses, his cognition, his reflexes, and his strength.” The old knight’s eyelids fly open again, and his gaze meets mine with searing intensity. “This comes at great cost. Overclocking won’t just burn through your energy stores at a faster rate, but your lifespan itself. Just as the Fount helps you to live longer under normal circumstances, when you overclock, it will use up your body faster than is natural. And there are other limitations. Overclock for long enough, and you will fall into a deep unconscious state, helpless before your enemies. It is an ability only to be used in the most dire of circumstances, and if you attempt it before you are in balance with yourself, you will likely die.”


      “Why use it at all, if it’s so dangerous?”


      The knight pauses. “Have you ever taken any civilian martial arts classes?”


      I nod. “Sure. Didn’t go very well.”


      “I have no trouble believing that. What’s the main message the instructor gives in such classes?”


      “Uh,” I think, racking my brain. I was fifteen when I took the class, fresh from losing Marissa and far from stable. Mostly, I wanted an excuse to beat someone’s brains out while sparring. I think the instructor sensed that, which is why I got kicked out so early. “That the goal is to avoid ever having to use your martial arts training.”


      “Yes. Think of overclocking like that.”


      I don’t have much to say in response to that, so I leave the cabin, closing the hatch behind me. Without thinking about where I’m going, I end up in the command seat, staring at the forward bulkhead.


      When he’d told me about the disguise trick, I’d actually started to warm up to the idea that maybe it’s worth it to spend so much time sitting in one spot thinking about my breathing. I expected the next thing he told me to interest me even more.


      But as he told me about overclocking, I realized it’s exactly what I’m going to need to defeat Rodney Fairfax. The thing is, I’m already pretty much shortening my life with every slipspace journey I take. Other Guardsman enter nanodeath for the months they spend in slipspace, but I refuse to do that. I stay awake for every second of it, running down my biological clock more and more. Those journeys add up to years pretty quickly.


      Now, to pull off the task I’ve set myself, I’m apparently going to have to shave off even more years.


      “Activate OPO,” I find myself saying, and Chief Aphrodite’s slender form appears at her station.


      “Hello,” she says, with a note of uncertainty.


      “Hi,” I say. “Sorry. I don’t know why I switched you on. I just—”


      “You were lonely.”


      I shrug.


      “Don’t you ever enter nanodeath while in slipspace?”


      “No.” Just my luck: the one thing I wanted to take my mind off is the thing she wants to talk about.


      “So you stay awake the entire time, all alone? With your crew switched off?”


      “I just activated you, didn’t I?”


      “You didn’t during the trip from the Calabar Brinktown to Tunis. Not once.”


      I sigh. “Yeah. Actually, this might be the first time I’ve turned on a crewmember in slipspace.”


      “Doesn’t seem healthy, Captain Pikeman. It must get to you—being the only person on a ship, alone, light years from the nearest star.”


      I don’t answer, but suddenly I’m lost in memory; back on the seven-month journey to Earth, the longest I’ve ever spent in slipspace.


      I’d been feeling tired and irritable for months before that, despite getting regular sleep. The nightmares were the problem: horrific if half-remembered, they robbed my slumber of any actual restfulness.


      A couple weeks into the trip to Earth, things suddenly got worse. The dreams sprang into clarity—or, dream, I should say. It was all the same dream: a pirate I’d killed years before, asking me over and over: “Why’d you kill me?”


      Each night, I tried to offer him hollow-sounding rationalizations. It’s my job. He would have done the same in my place. If it hadn’t been him, it would have been me.


      Every time, he’d wait patiently till I was finished talking. Then, he’d take out the picture. The same picture I found on his corpse, in the breast pocket of his shirt: a photo of his wife and his two beautiful children. A boy and a girl. The girl reminded me of Harmony.


      I think that’s what made me snap, in the end. Back on Gauntlet, the sims they put us through, using the military-grade datasphere they gave us...those sims would dig into our psyches, finding the best reason we had for killing the Guard’s enemies. For killing pirates, Fallen, criminals.


      Those sims felt real. I mean, most do, but the military-grade datasphere is capable of making you forget about your real life, so that you accept the sim as your reality for its duration. My datasphere would always put me in situations where killing was the only way to save Harmony. Over and over, in countless scenarios—hostage situations, fighting a war that threatened to engulf the galaxy in flames, taking out suicide bombers rushing toward the Calabar Brinktown in a throng. I got used to killing. I learned the mechanics of it. When to draw, the way to angle my weapon...how to control my breathing, to stay calm, to gently squeeze the trigger. My instructors told me, with pride in their voices, that no one had ever performed as well as I did in the sims.


      Killing came to mean saving my daughter. Every kill made her a little safer. I believed that, on a deep level. I still do, which is probably why I’ve made more kills than any other Guardsman in history.


      But that pirate, visiting my dreams night after night...he screwed everything up. The idea that I’d taken him from his children—there was just nothing I could tell him, or myself, that would make that forgivable. And two months or so into the journey to Earth, something inside me seemed to realize that fact. That my rationalizations, my excuses, had failed. And I broke down. Mentally, I mean.


      I stopped eating. Stopped showering. I wandered the Ares with no idea where I was, shouting in horror.


      The ship seemed to recognize that I was suffering from conversion hysteria, and it locked me out of its vital functions and systems, including activating the crew or summoning Dice from the Repair and Recharge module. The ship tried to speak to me in soothing tones, playing the same prerecorded lines from some therapist over and over again. But I could barely remember who I was, and I yelled back at it nonsensically.


      Finally, I collapsed in the middle of the bridge, curling into the fetal position and shivering violently.


      Slowly, somehow, I came back to myself, and by the time I reached Earth I was able to function again. But I felt numb. I still do. And I’m pretty sure it’s why I took Maneater on board. Yes, I was sparing her from whatever fate awaited her in Earth’s wilds. But it was also for the company. Because I didn’t want to be alone. Because I was worried that what happened to me could happen again.


      “Have you had any more word from your daughter?” Aphrodite asks, and my eyes refocus on her face. I realize we’ve been sitting in silence for a long time.


      “You’re my OPO,” I say, my voice somewhat hoarse. “You know I haven’t.”


      “Right. I just—”


      I narrow my eyes. “Why do you keep bringing her up?”


      She shrugs. “I just worry about what could happen. A young girl on her own in the galaxy. Aren’t you worried?”


      “I’m worried sick. There’s also nothing I can do. She wouldn’t tell me where she is, except that she plans to get to the bottom of the pirate attacks.”


      Aphrodite’s eyes widen, and we’re both silent for a time. Then, she shakes her head. “I have a confession to make. Unrelated to your daughter. While you, Asterisk, and D1C were fending off the Fallen, I was using your access to download everything I could from the Gargantua Brinktown’s logs.”


      “I didn’t tell you to do that.”


      “No, but as your OPO, I was able to. You didn’t order me to do it, so I was taking a liberty; I know that. But I think you’re going to want to know what I found out.”


      I raise my eyebrows.


      “The pirates broke in through the Brinktown’s ceiling,” she says. “Probably, they wanted to bypass the reinforced hatches and the turrets defending them.”


      “Is that how the Fallen got in, too?” It seems unlikely—the Fallen wouldn’t have had the gear necessary to safely lower themselves from the breach.


      Aphrodite’s shaking her head, confirming my assessment. When she speaks, her voice is low. “The Fallen came through a hatch, Captain.”


      “Not possible. The turret would have mowed them down before they got anywhere near it.”


      “The turret was deactivated, and the hatch was open.”


      “How?”


      “Someone aboard the Ares sent a signal to deactivate them.”


      My eyes lock onto hers as I process what she’s telling me.


      “I was able to trace it back to the ship,” she goes on, “but I couldn’t determine which station it came from. The source was masked. But someone on this ship let the Fallen get in at you, Captain. Someone tried to kill you.”
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EKHIDNADES


        Chapter 28
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      DESPITE APHRODITE’S best efforts, supplemented by the ocean of knowledge provided by my datasphere, neither of us can figure out which crewmember sent the signal. The culprit covered their tracks flawlessly, so they’re clearly a master hacker, which makes me think it’s Belflower. Then, it dawns on me: that might be exactly who the traitor wants me to suspect.


      Finally, we accept that the best we can do is remain on high alert going forward while doing our best not to tip off the traitor that we know. It’s risky enough that the others have noticed Aphrodite leaving the crew sim alone to spend time with me in the real.


      So I throw myself into my training, and the old man begrudgingly acknowledges that I’m making progress.


      “You’re nowhere near where you need to be,” he says. “But you’re getting better.”


      I’m able to keep my focus on my breath for long stretches of time, now—or on a mandala, or a song, or just the sounds the Ares makes. We move on from simple focus exercises to observing emotions.


      “Catalog each sensation with an open mind,” the knight instructs me. “You are making room for a thought to drop in. If your mind is truly open, then that thought will contain whatever it is your instincts are trying to tell you. What the Fount is trying to tell you. The Fount, interconnected and woven through the fabric of the galaxy. This is the mind you must carry into battle.”


      Three hours before we’re due to exit slipspace, I bring the crew online for a full systems check and to brief them on what I know. “Other than a few mining outposts and a long-abandoned colony built inside a hollowed-out asteroid, the planet Larunda is the only thing worth noting about Visby, our destination system. Larunda’s surface is too acidic for habitation, but its atmosphere used to be dotted with balloon cities. Most of them have sunk out of sight, below the clouds of sulphuric acid that shroud the planet. The largest structure still floating consists of several platforms that pirates have dragged together and tethered to each other, to form the biggest known pirate stronghold in this sector. It’s called Royal—consider it Space Tortuga. It’s almost certainly where they brought Faelyn.”


      “What’s Tortuga?” Asterisk asks.


      “Seriously?” I say. “Read a book.”


      Next, the crew are treated to the sight of their captain going through extreme ecstasy followed by spasm-inducing nausea. In the middle of it all, the moment we enter realspace, we’re contacted by another Broadsword—another Troubleshooter’s ship, identical to mine. There are four of them in the space around the Ares, surrounding us.


      “Fount damn it,” I croak.


      “Are you all right, sir?” Belflower asks.


      “I’ll be fine,” I say. The cinched barf bag is lying on the deck near the command seat, since there’s no time to stow it. Trying not to look at it, I say, “OPO, establish contact with the Broadsword I’ve painted on the tactical display. It’s the Cyclops,and her captain is Captain Jagoda.”


      “Aye, sir.”


      We’re close enough for real-time communication, and so brainprints aren’t needed. My datasphere projects Captain Jagoda’s face onto the main screen.


      “Commander Pikeman,” he says. “We have orders to escort you to Rodney Fairfax’s destroyer, the Ekhidnades. I trust you’ll cooperate fully, without resistance.”


      I squint at Jagoda. “You can’t be serious. Fairfax razed Tunis and kidnapped the children there, including Arthur Eliot’s daughter. I have datasphere footage to prove that.”


      “Footage can be doctored. Anyway, these are orders, Commander, passed down the chain of command. Now, kindly come with us. No one wants to see Troubleshooters fighting each other today.”


      “Then don’t do this.”


      Jagoda’s upper cheeks tighten, bunching under his eyes. “I’ll take that as a no. Prepare to engage, Commander.” With that, the captain disappears from my datasphere.


      “OPO, get me a down-scaled layout of the battlespace and send it over.”


      “Aye, sir.”


      Ten long seconds later, I have it: the four opposing Broadswords have adopted a diamond formation clearly intended to trap me in the middle.


      “You can’t win,” a voice says behind me. I twist in the command seat to glare at the knight, who I didn’t hear exit the cabin.


      “You can’t be here while there’s an operation in progress,” I say.


      “And yet, here I am. You can’t win, because it’s one targeting computer versus four. It’s simple math. You’re still completely reliant on your technology, just as they are. You’ll do whatever it tells you to do, so how can there be room for the innovation required for victory in a situation like this?”


      “Go into the cabin,” I say, my voice tight, “and stay there.”


      “Very well.” The Shiva Knight leaves the bridge, the cabin hatch closing behind him.


      I turn to my WSO, who looks way too excited at the prospect of battle. Not for the first time, I wonder how this kid possibly made it through the screening process to end up on a Broadsword. “Target their autoturrets with ours whenever you get a clean shot,” I tell him. “Do not try to compromise their hull, and do not fire any Javelins. Lasers only. Understood?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      We only have eight Javelin missiles aboard, but that’s not the reason I told Asterisk to stick to lasers. Troubleshooters almost never come into conflict with each other, but it has happened, and those incidents get talked about during Assessment and Selection. Even if the instructors never taught us about them, they’re available in everyone’s datasphere archive, and every cadet knows it could happen again.


      When Troubleshooter fights do happen, every Broadsword captain worth his salt knows not do actual damage to his fellow Guardsman’s ship. That would be the ultimate violation of the mutual respect we have for each other.


      Instead, these battles amount to a high-stakes game of chess, where each combatant tries to take out enough of his opponent’s turrets to force him to concede.


      Of course, today I’m playing that game against four adversaries instead of one.


      “Worldworn, accelerate straight toward the Broadsword that contacted us, engines at full. I may take direct control over navigation at any point—same goes for any of our laser turrets, Asterisk.”


      “Aye,” both officers say.


      As we close with Captain Jagoda’s ship, my TOPO’s handling seems good, so I leave him with it for now. I order him to fire the rear port thruster, to introduce a spin to our trajectory, and he complies immediately. “Okay,” I say as the Ares’ starboard side is coming in line with the nose of the opposing Broadsword. “Fire the rear starboard thruster to even us out.”


      “Yes, Captain.”


      Worldworn nails the maneuver, with all three starboard laser turrets lined up perfectly.


      “Asterisk, use the forward and midship turrets to take out as many of the enemy starboard turrets as you can. I’m taking over the aft turret to target the port guns.”


      “Aye.”


      I load up a sim that gives me two handles to grasp and shoot, along with a transparent bubble granting a view of the space occupied by the enemy Broadsword. Then, I go to work.


      Yes, my datasphere suggests optimal firing solutions, like the old man said it would. But a lot of this comes down to a steady hand, and he didn’t mention the importance of speed and timing, either. In quick succession, I blow up the enemy’s forward port laser turret, then I adjust the targeting reticle smoothly to the right, drawing a bead on the midship laser turret. Three pulses: a deadly rhythm. The turret explodes, and I move on to the aft turret, making short work of it.


      Before my next move, I check on the ensign’s progress: he’s just destroying the first turret. I guess computer-assisted targeting isn’t everything. Only a timely push from the Ares’s belly thrusters saves us from getting hit by the turrets Asterisk hasn’t managed to destroy yet.


      “Good work, Worldworn,” I say, before switching to another sim. This one looks just like the primary turret up top, and that’s exactly what it allows me to control. “Ensign, set our port-side secondary turrets to auto-target the turrets on the Broadswords approaching us.”


      “Yes, Captain.”


      The other three ships are closing fast, and my plan for dealing with them depends on two things: getting in some lucky shots before they get too close, and bringing the Ares’ primary laser turret to bear.


      Technically, it’s a bit of a violation of the chess game to bring my primary into play. But if I can use it to take out enough of their turrets before they get close enough to blast mine away with their secondaries, I think they’ll honor that and let me go instead of pressing the attack with what weapons they have left.


      At least, I hope they will. Otherwise, things could get ugly.


      My datasphere lights up with thirteen cones of varying colors all based on the quality of the firing solutions they represent—red for poor, green for optimal, and yellow and orange for in between. None of them are green. I line up the aiming reticle with the only yellow cone and fire.


      The computer would have calculated the firing solution to account for the opposing Broadsword’s speed and trajectory, and now those calculations prove out. The targeted laser turret explodes in a brief lick of flame, though I’m already firing along a different, orange cone. Then I line up the next.


      I notice my breathing is steady and smooth, and my battle calm is absolute. I’m usually able to keep my cool, but this is something different. I’m in the zone, more fully than I have been in years—maybe since Assessment and Selection, when everything depended on showing the instructors what I was worth.


      Looks like those weeks of meditation actually paid off. I’m on fire, here.


      Some of the cones disappear as new ones are materializing, caused by the opposing Broadswords maneuvering, bringing other laser turrets to bear. I pick off my seventh turret, then my eighth, and my ninth.


      Luck or skill, call it what you want: this is an incredible result. But it’s not enough. I neutralize two more turrets as the enemy ships draw into optimal firing range, but then the state of play morphs radically, and they begin raining neon-blue laserfire down on my port hull. The aft turret explodes, and the forward turret follows a couple seconds later.


      “Okay,” I broadcast to the other ships. “I’m done. I surrender.”


      Jagoda’s voice comes back without delay, his face once again popping onto the forward bulkhead, projected by my datasphere. “It’s pretty disappointing you used your primary on us, Pikeman.”


      I don’t give him the benefit of an answer. He would have done the same in my position, and he knows it.


      The four Broadswords move into close formation around mine, and together we sail away from the slipspace exit coords, toward where the Ekhidnades awaits.
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      “WELL, WE HAD A GOOD run,” Asterisk says, leaning over his railing toward Belflower, his face screwed up in thought. “Do you think they’ll penalize us for cooperating with a Guardsman who was designated ‘Uncompliant?’”


      “Shut up,” Belflower says. I do believe I’m warming up to her.


      “What do you suppose Fairfax wants with you, Captain?” Worldworn says, standing whip-straight in the center of his station, hands clasped behind his back. “If we can figure out his angle, then perhaps we can use it to our advantage.”


      I shake my head absently. Back on Tunis, in the theater, Fairfax told me to stay out of his way. He also said that I get “one chance.” But why give me a chance at all? If he thought I might prove problematic for him, why not kill me then and there?


      “Surely we can convince one of your fellow Guardsmen to help us,” Aphrodite says. “I mean, Fairfax is working with pirates. They’re kidnapping children. This isn’t what the Galactic Guard’s supposed to stand for.”


      “It isn’t.” My voice comes out somewhat hoarse, so I clear my throat. “But if the other three Troubleshooters are anything like Captain Jagoda, they stand for disobeying orders even less.”


      Returning to my thoughts, I consider how quickly the brass had to move to get four Broadswords in position to intercept me as I emerged from slipspace. For that to happen, Fairfax must have somehow anticipated that I’d follow him.


      But not only that: he must have tremendous clout with the Guard brass, both in the Subverse and in the real. For me, it stretches believability that Guardsmen would jump so quickly to obey a Fairfax who Arthur Eliot describes as a “black sheep.”


      The only other possibility is that there’s corruption in the upper ranks. It isn’t a possibility that’s ever occurred to me before. The Galactic Guard has always been the one good thing about life in this sector. The one shining beacon in a sea of shit. But what other explanation is there?


      For a moment, I wonder why he bothered sending Broadswords at all, instead of just parking his destroyer in front of the slipspace exit point. Then again, there’s a good chance the Ares would have slipped past the destroyer and outrun her.


      Asterisk pipes up. “If we blast the Broadswords at such close range, maybe they wouldn’t have time to—”


      “Shut up,” I say, and he stiffens, eyes wide. “All of you. Shut up.”


      Even supposing Fairfax called in the Broadswords the moment he exited slipspace, would the brass really have had enough time to get them together before I arrived? It seems like a borderline miracle. Something’s not adding up, but I can’t put my finger on it.


      We arrive at the Ekhidnades. A glance through a hull sensor shows the destroyer looming large. As ordered, Worldworn is maintaining the same course as the other four Broadswords, and we’re all headed toward a rectangle of lights near the great warship’s underside.


      Those lights have a clear purpose, unlike the beams that shine into space from dozens of other spots along the destroyer’s hull. For a ship too big to land on a planet’s surface, the only purpose of outside lighting would be to provide illumination for workers sent on a spacewalk to make emergency repairs. But running my eyes along the Ekhidnades’ hull, I can see she’s in immaculate shape. Every inch of the imposing warship gleams like new. So the lights are merely for show.


      Warships of this size are rare enough these days, and those in operation are all refurbished ships, constructed before the Fall. The idea that the Ekhidnades was constructed in recent years doesn’t compute.


      Except, as we draw closer, that’s exactly what my eyes are telling me. Yes, the Fairfaxes are powerful, but I didn’t think anyone in the real had the resources to build something like this anymore. Except, here it is.


      Within the space of twenty minutes, Rodney Fairfax has succeeded in baffling me twice. And we haven’t even come face to face yet.


      We enter the landing bay, and things get even more bewildering. Peering through the Ares’ hull sensors, switching from view to view, I see a landing bay that looks like something out of the Subverse.


      Brilliant, neon-blue strips glow from where the bulkhead meets the overhead and the deck. Twin rows of soldiers, all armed with the same model of laser rifle, stand facing each other, no doubt waiting to escort me to Fairfax. I’m pretty sure they’re humans, not bots, but it’s difficult to tell—they’re wearing full-body suits with helmets that shine with two ice-blue lights, in a vague imitation of Fairfax’s eyes. Otherwise, their uniform is like an altered version of a Guardsman’s uniform, with gold-colored seams in place of our all-black.


      Eight soldiers in all. More than enough to keep me in check. But how many more does Fairfax have? Because judging by the uniforms, and the obvious professionalism of these fighters, it looks to me like he’s started up his own private military.


      Then my eyes fall on the four ships parked neatly against the bulkheads, each in its own enclosure: Broadswords. Just sitting there, unused.


      At that, I decide to stop trying to make sense of any of this. Instead, as Worldworn settles the Ares onto the deck, I cobble together a plan.


      “Belflower.”


      She turns toward me from whatever she was doing at her station—probably ogling our surroundings, just like I was. “C-captain?”


      “Can you make four copies of yourself, and of Asterisk, Worldworn, and Aphrodite, and standby to hack them into those ships on my signal?”


      Belflower blinks. “That’s kind of a tall order, sir. I’d have to probe their defenses first. It would certainly take time.”


      I suppress a sigh. “Right. Well, I guess we’ll have to stall for that, then.”


      It looks like I’ll be going to meet Fairfax after all. I doubt those soldiers are going to wait around long enough to give Belflower the time she needs.


      But maybe if I play my cards right, I’ll be allowed to bring some friends to the meeting.


      I stand from the command seat and cross the bridge, willing the cabin hatch open as I do, with the intention of bringing the old man in on my plan.


      Except, when I enter the cabin, the Shiva Knight is nowhere to be seen.


      Maneater stares at me, and barks.
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      I CHECK THE SHIP LOGS to make sure the airlock hasn’t opened recently, though I’m sure the hatch to my cabin has been closed since the old man went in there, let alone the airlock.


      The logs confirm what I already know: he didn’t leave the ship. And yet, he isn’t here. I check the mess—under the table, even inside the latched cupboards. I return to the bridge and walk all around the stations, although there isn’t really anywhere here for him to hide. The four crewmembers look at me askance as I peer all around the bridge.


      “He’s gone,” I mutter.


      “Uh, they’re insisting you come out, Captain,” Aphrodite says. “Pretty forcefully.”


      “Right,” I say. “All right.”


      Two minutes later, I exit the Ares’ airlock with Dice, and Maneater on her leash.


      Two of the eight soldiers march over to meet me. They exchange glances. “You can’t bring a dog onto the Ekhidnades,” one of them says, and his tone seems to imply that having a dog on a spaceship at all might not be a great idea. I’m inclined to agree.


      “I can’t leave him on my ship,” I say. “He’ll have the thing chewed apart by the time I come back.”


      “Who says you’re coming back?” the soldier says.


      “Uh, the fact Fairfax didn’t have my ship blasted apart on sight? Come on. He obviously wants to meet with me, which means he sees value in keeping me alive.”


      “You can’t bring the dog. Or the bot.”


      “I need to take the dog, and the bot has to come too, to handle the dog in case I’m busy.”


      “Just tie him on somewhere on your ship.”


      “There’s nowhere I can do that without giving him access to something he can destroy.” I don’t mind lying to the soldier, since I already consider him my enemy. “I can guarantee you that arguing with me about this is way above your pay grade. Why don’t you get in touch with your boss and ask him?”


      The black-clad soldier stares at me for a few seconds longer. Then his shoulders slump almost imperceptibly, and he cocks his head to the left—a common tick for when people are talking to someone who isn’t present.


      “All right,” he says a minute or so later, sounding resigned. “Lord Fairfax says you can take the dog. And the bot. But we’re disarming the bot and we’re searching you.”


      Though Dice’s laser pistols are attached, it is possible to unscrew and remove them. Every Lambton combat bot is capable of being disarmed; a function of how no one trusts bots.


      My pat-down goes off without a hitch, but when the soldier walks up to Dice, the bot shoves him back. “Step off, fleshbag.”


      Quick as a flash, the soldier has his laser rifle up, the muzzle tapping against Dice’s forehead. “Remove your weaponry,” the soldier screams, his voice sounding tinny coming through the suit’s mic.


      “Decant yourself,” Dice says, which seems to give the soldier pause as he tries to parse the remark.


      I exploit his momentary confusion as best I can: “Look, I know he’s insufferable, but are you really afraid of one armed bot against eight armored soldiers? What are you trying to accomplish, exactly? He’s not going to give you his pistols, so you could kill him, but that’s not going to put me in a very good mood for whatever Fairfax wants to discuss at this meeting.”


      The soldier doesn’t answer, and while I can’t see his face, his posture alone tells me how pissed off he is. Finally, he gives Dice’s face one last smack with the rifle muzzle, then he grabs the bot’s upper arm and starts dragging him toward the formation of uniformed fighters. The soldier near me grabs my arm, but I go along peacefully, so no dragging is required.


      All eight soldiers fall in around me, Dice, and Maneater, and together we march off the landing bay deck. They let me hold on to the leash, which is nice.


      I notice one of the soldiers eyeing Maneater. “Female or male?”


      “Female,” I say.


      “What’s her name?”


      “Maneater.”


      When he speaks again, he sounds amused. “Is that because she’s a heartbreaker?”


      “No, it’s because she literally ate a man.”


      He doesn’t seem to know how to respond to that, and the conversation ends.


      The rest of the ship is like the landing bay, except flashier. I can tell they’re trying to be understated with the cyberpunk aesthetic, but being loud and gaudy sort of comes with the territory. They mostly stick to teal and yellow for the neon lights that accent everything from hatches to control panels to the corridors themselves, but they can’t help indulging in some fuchsia and crimson as we get closer to wherever we’re going.


      At last, we get there: a broad, low room that I take to be Fairfax’s custom-made war room, based on the holo-console that serves as the centerpiece. The console seems unnecessary, since I’d put the chances of someone without a datasphere getting invited onto this ship at zero, but no doubt it’s meant to anchor the room or something.


      “Welcome to the Ekhidnades,” Fairfax says from the other side of the console, spreading his gloved hands. The gesture serves to spread his midnight cape, too, as well as put his muscled forearms on display. It also reveals a scabbarded sword, hanging opposite his blaster. If he was wearing that in the theater back on Tunis, I didn’t notice it.


      He also seems to have cranked up the brightness of his eyes since Tunis. They match the twin neon strips that run around this chamber’s bulkheads, near the overhead. I guess if I was a half-man, half-bot freak I’d want to show it off too.


      “Couldn’t you pick a ship name with fewer syllables?” I say.


      The hands hover in the air for a second longer before Fairfax lowers them to his sides. “A lesser name wouldn’t suit her.”


      “No kidding. So. Those Guardsmen seemed pretty eager to do whatever you tell them to. How much did it cost you to buy off four Guardsmen? Or, wait, don’t tell me you bought off one of the brass? Must have had to empty the piggy bank for that.”


      Fairfax chuckles, and so does a boy who stands to his right, who wears a cape similar to his lord’s. He doesn’t have any bot parts, though. I’d put him at a year or two younger than Harmony, and he looks at me with smiling eyes, which is a bit weird. Something about him looks familiar, but I can’t place it.


      “I was warned you have a sharp tongue,” Fairfax says.


      “Better than having no tongue at all. Unless you do actually have one in there? It would have to be pretty dried-out by now.”


      “Are you under the impression that insults will get you anywhere with me?”


      I shrug. “I’m not really sure where I’m supposed to want to get.”


      “I understand that you aren’t exactly enamored of me,” Fairfax says, nodding. “Especially after I knocked you to the ground, like a helpless child.”


      “It wasn’t what I’d call a diplomatic masterstroke, no. I take it you want something from me, this time?”


      Fairfax laughs again, louder this time, his voice’s metallic quality lending it menace. “I’m sure you’ve already planned out your escape attempt from this ship, and for the purposes of this conversation I think it’s best if you abandon it before we proceed. Whatever you’ve come up with, it won’t work.”


      “What if it did, though?” I say. “Wouldn’t that be embarrassing?”


      “I’d like to offer you a job, Joe. At the moment, you’re quite popular in the Subverse, mostly due to this mysterious persona you’ve managed to concoct.”


      I laugh, mostly at the idea that anything I do is intended to have an effect on the Subverse. I couldn’t care less about what uploads think of me.


      “You could be rather useful to me,” Fairfax continues. “I’m in want of a decent propaganda minister. It would be helpful to my objectives to start massaging the narrative better than I currently am. You wouldn’t even have to come up with any actual propaganda. I can supply that. I’d just need you to parrot it—to give me access to your platform, once you bother availing of it.”


      “I dunno. I want my first versecast to be special. You know?”


      “Very amusing, Joe. Surely you’re not about to pretend you have values that are any better than mine? You, the Butcher?”


      “At least I don’t steal children away from their families.”


      Fairfax shakes his head. “What I’m trying to say, Joe, is that I don’t think you should delude yourself into thinking you’re fighting for a good cause. Even if you were, you’re hilariously outnumbered. You can die an unremarkable death, or you can take a place in the new order I’m about to create. That’s a privilege that won’t be granted to very many. Most will be reduced to insects, but that doesn’t need to be you.”


      “What makes you think I want to help you turn people into bugs, or whatever you just said?”


      “Ah. Here we are. You are pretending to occupy some kind of moral high ground, aren’t you? Tell me, would a man of true moral fiber sit by and do nothing while his daughter falls in with pirates?”


      I open my mouth to answer, but whatever remark I was about to deliver evaporates on my tongue. “What are you talking about?”


      “Oh, I think I’ve been nothing but very clear with you, Joe. While you were in slipspace, Harmony Pikeman took up residence in Lord Bleak’s manse on Royal.”


      I stare at him, at a complete loss for words.


      “Anyway,” Fairfax says. “If we’re going to start moralizing, I have better things to do. I’ll give you time to consider my offer in my lavishly appointed brig, and after a day or so we’ll have another little meeting. If you agree to my terms, then I’m confident a reunion between you and your daughter can be arranged. If not, I’ll kill you.”


      Fairfax flicks his hand, and the soldier nearest me seizes my upper arm, manhandling me out of the room, with Maneater getting jerked along after us. She takes it like a champ, without a whimper. Good girl.


      As we’re being escorted out of Fairfax’s war room, the bot-man leans down to say something to the boy. Then we’re out in the corridor. We take a left, and twenty meters or so later we take a right. One of the soldiers removes his helmet to scratch an itch, without bothering even to ask his squad leader’s permission. Seems like an obscene breach of protocol to me, but no one says anything, and I guess it’s none of my business.


      That said, it does offer an excellent opportunity to give the signal. I drop Maneater’s leash and yell, “Attack!”


      As she leaps for the throat of the soldier who took off his helmet, Dice’s pistols snap forward into his palms. Except, one of them isn’t a pistol—it’s my blaster, and instead of coming to rest in his grip, it flips through the air toward me. I snatch the weapon from the apex of its parabola, swinging it around to shoot the soldier nearest me through the gap between his helmet and shoulder.


      He crumples to the deck, and I bring my left hand up to cradle the blaster, steadying it. Sweeping the blaster toward my next target, I squeeze the trigger three times as I move to the left to get out from the middle of the formation. My shots miss, and the soldier raises his laser rifle toward me.


      Having slammed one soldier against the wall, Dice is wrenching the helmet off another. He snaps the man’s neck as I sidestep around a soldier who’s aiming at the bot.


      The muzzle of my blaster fits underneath his helmet, and I fire. His body slumps, but I grab the back of his uniform, propping him up to use as a meat shield. The corpse absorbs three laser rifle shots, and I return fire, missing.


      Snout dripping scarlet, Maneater slams into my attacker’s back, knocking him forward. One of the remaining soldiers draws a bead on the dog, and I fire at the weak spot at his neck. With one hand holding up the body, my aim has gone to shit, but Dice adds laserfire to mine, and between us we drop our target.


      The two soldiers still standing drop their rifles and raise their hands toward the overhead. The one Dice slammed against the wall pushes himself up and lunges at the bot, who turns to meet him with a knee to chest. That stops him dead, and Dice stows his pistol, seizes the man’s helmet, then wrenches it off. The pistol snaps back into place, and he puts a bolt through the soldier’s skull.


      Dropping the body I’m holding up, I notice one of the surrendered soldiers eyeing his fallen weapon, and I shake the blaster. “Hey! Take two steps back!”


      They comply.


      Somehow, Maneater has managed to separate the helmet from her victim’s suit and is savaging the back of his neck. That dog is getting some serious work done. Her victim’s still trying to get his rifle in position to shoot her, but the weapon’s cumbersome enough that the effort seems pretty futile. Even so, I kick the rifle away from his hand. It hits the bulkhead, firing harmlessly down the corridor.


      “Take off your helmets,” I tell the two with their hands in the air. They hesitate, then grip their helmets on both sides and pull them off.


      I walk forward, steadying my right hand with my left. The rush of battle’s subsiding, but I know I can’t leave these two alive. It’s doubtful my datasphere would prescribe these kills. Actually, I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t tell me to kill anyone in Fairfax’s employ. But if I don’t, my chances of actually escaping from this warship will get a lot closer to zero, and there’s no time to tie them up.


      I’m a few feet away now, where it’s pretty much impossible to miss, my blaster lined up between the first soldier’s eyes. It’s not hard to tell he sees what I intend to do. His eyes are filled with fear.


      The days of taking prisoners and treating them decent are long past. It’s Guard doctrine to just exterminate anyone who poses a threat. Once, when nations went to war with each other, it made sense to spend the resources necessary to keep prisoners of war. If you didn’t, no one would ever surrender to you, knowing you’d just kill them if they tried to. But no one can afford to take prisoners anymore. So we just kill our foes, and the Guard’s always been powerful enough that it hasn’t mattered.


      Just like I should have killed Maneater back on Earth, instead of taking the risk of bringing her onto the Ares.


      “Fount damn it,” I mutter, letting my weapon drop and putting a bolt in each of the soldier’s legs. He crumples, and as the other soldier turns to run, I give him the same treatment.


      I shouldn’t have hesitated. If I’d killed them right away, there’d be a chance they wouldn’t have gotten word to Fairfax. Now, they’ll be sure to use their dataspheres to warn him we’ve escaped.


      “We have to go,” I tell Dice.
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      MANEATER IS STILL TEARING hunks of flesh from the soldier’s neck and shoulders.


      “Down, girl,” I say, and she growls. “Maneater, heel!” With a resentful whine, she pulls away from her meal, trotting over to position herself against my leg, blood-drenched tongue dangling from her mouth. “Come,” I say, jogging down the hall, and she trails a meter behind. Dice follows, too.


      My datasphere paints a path through the destroyer’s corridors, to help us retrace our steps.


      “I’m surprised by the canine fleshbag’s efficacy,” Dice says as we run through the Ekhidnades. “She was likely genetically engineered.”


      I glance back at Maneater, who’s keeping pace behind us. That hadn’t occurred to me, but it explains a lot.


      An alarm begins to blare through the corridors. “Let’s go!” I yell, laying on more speed.


      As we’re reaching the landing bay, neon-blue laser shots crackle through the air, scoring the closed hatch ahead. “Get it open,” I subvocalize to Dice. “I’ll cover you.”


      I turn, firing wildly at anything that moves. None of my shots hit, but they do force the two soldiers shooting at us to pull behind cover, using an intersection of corridors to hide from the rain of white blaster bolts. Maneater stands in the middle of the corridor, hackles up, barking at our aggressors.


      “Got it,” Dice says, and we both walk backward through the hatch, firing down the corridor to keep the soldiers pinned. Once we’re through, Dice slaps the control panel, and the hatch slides closed. With that, we turn to sprint across the landing bay, feet pounding across the deck. Maneater’s nails clack against the metal as she runs.


      More laserfire. I glance back to see soldiers already pouring in. I run faster, but the area’s too open. There’s no cover to be had. We’re not going to make it.


      I hear the loud crack of a primary laser turret firing, then another. The advancing soldiers are getting flanked by the four Broadswords parked on both sides of the landing bay. I turn to add some blaster fire to the fray, but decide against it. It’s not necessary. The soldiers are all turning to confront the weaponry firing on them, which is tearing them to shreds. The ones closest to the hatch are pushing back against their fellows coming in.


      “Good work,” I say to Belflower as I exit the airlock onto the bridge. “Get in your closet,” I tell Dice, then I vault into the command seat. Behind me, the bot clanks across the deck toward the opening Repair and Recharge module.


      “We have full control over the other ships?”


      Belflower nods.


      “Then get us out of here, and have them exit with us in protective formation around the Ares. This isn’t over yet—we have the destroyer’s hull-mounted weaponry to deal with, not to mention those four Broadswords, if they stuck around.”


      Glancing through a hull sensor, I see that the exit is sealed. I’m about to order Asterisk to fire a Javelin at it when it slides open of its own accord. “Did you hack that, too?” I ask the Engineer, impressed.


      She shakes her head. “It just opened at my request.”


      That makes me laugh. “I think Fairfax still has a thing or two to learn about being a warship captain.”


      The airlock’s big enough to accommodate all five Broadswords at once. As soon as it finishes cycling and the outer hatch opens, we rocket out together, the other ships spreading out a bit but maintaining tight formation.


      Right away, laser cannon fire flashes from the Ekhidnades’ hull. One of the beams kisses our stern, but Worldworn drops us out of the line of fire with a deft hand, and we suffer only some superficial melting.


      The Broadsword on our starboard side isn’t so lucky—a laser cannon scores a direct hit, and after a few seconds of energy getting dumped into its hull, it bursts apart, flinging shrapnel, which Worldworn dodges.


      “The other four Guardsman are still here,” Aphrodite says. “Looks like they were patrolling around the destroyer’s hull, but now they’re breaking away to pursue us.”


      I nod. “Have the other three Broadswords stay behind to engage them. Worldworn, get us out of here, full speed.”


      “Aye.”


      Through an aft sensor, I watch two of the three friendly Broadswords get blown apart in quick succession. All the while, we’re putting more and more distance between the Ares and the Ekhidnades.


      “Should we head for slipspace coords?” Worldworn asks.


      “No. Set a course for Royal. If four Broadswords try to follow us there, they’re gonna have other problems.”


      “Doesn’t that mean we’ll have problems?” Aphrodite says.


      “Yeah, but I have a card to play.”


      We fly in silence for several minutes. I’m watching through the aft sensor, waiting for the final explosion. It finally comes, bigger than I expected it to be. By now, theAres is well away from her would-be pursuers. That last ship lasted an impressively long time.


      “You only copied you four over, right?” I ask Belflower.


      She shakes her head. “I took the liberty of copying you over too, Captain. I used your latest outgoing brainprint to do it, which was stored in the ship’s computer. You captained all four of those ships.” Belflower pauses. “Does it bother you that none of your copies survived?”


      I consider the question for a moment, then say, “Not at all, to be honest.”


      “Seriously?” Aphrodite says. “It freaks me out.”


      “Well, I’d rather not run into myself down the road.”


      “Why not?”


      “Somehow, I doubt I’m very much fun to be around.”



    

  


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    


      
        
          
            [image: image]
          

        


        


      

  





ARES


        Chapter 32


        
          
            [image: image]
          

        

      


      I’VE LEFT THE CREW switched on for the voyage across the Visby System toward Royal. I don’t really have any need for them—since we escaped theEkhidnades, Belflower completed a comprehensive systems check, Asterisk set the laser turrets to recharging, and Aphrodite recalibrated every sensor. Yet here we all are.


      Heading to Royal seems like the logical next step—pirate haven that it is, I’d give even odds on Faelyn Eliot being there right now. And if Fairfax is to be believed, so is my daughter.


      I doubt the other Guardsmen will dare approach Royal, but will Fairfax? Is it possible he’s won over enough pirates that he’d be safe to do so? Even if he is working with Bleak, it doesn’t mean he’s in with all the pirates in the sector.


      According to him, he’s a pretty busy guy, what with establishing a new galactic order and all. Maybe he doesn’t even have time to chase me across the system to Royal.


      If Faelyn is in Royal, and I can manage to extract her as well as my daughter, then there’s a chance this will all be over by tomorrow. But if it goes on any longer than that, I have big problems. Along with the pirates, I apparently have Fairfax’s fledgling military to contend with, not to mention the entire Galactic Guard—at least, until Eliot finally gets around to intervening with them on my behalf. I’m hoping he’s already done that, and it’s just taking a while to work its way through communication channels.


      In the middle of it all, the knight choosing now to abandon my training hasn’t made things any brighter. I still have no idea how he left the ship, and if it wasn’t for the crew, who all remember the strange man in green robes who lived on the Aresfor a while, I would have assumed I’m having another breakdown.


      Was he some sort of space ghost, capable of teaching people to meditate and whacking them across the head with a staff? That’s honestly the best theory I have at the moment.


      “I think we need to start versecasting,” I say.


      Belflower looks at me as though I’ve started shooting lasers from my nostrils. “What did you say?”


      “Versecasting. I assume I can put you in charge of that?”


      “Yes,” she says. “Of course! We just need to start uploading your datasphere footage.” She grins. “I think some kind of statement from you, to kick things off, would be good. Something about this mission you’ve given yourself, what the pirates have been up to, and so on. But...what changed your mind about versecasting?”


      “Fairfax, uh...he wanted me to be his propaganda minister. His words. Really, he just wanted to use my name to spin things to the Subverse public. I wasn’t interested, in case you can’t tell, but it did get me thinking. If we can bring the public in on what’s been happening, it might give us some cover. Maybe even some allies, provided there’s anyone decent left in the galaxy. At the very least, we can start bringing in some tokens through donations and sponsorship deals. Basically, we don’t have a lot going for us right now, so it’s stupid to let the one advantage we have go to waste.”


      Belflower’s nodding, sending the daisy in her hair bobbing vigorously. “Yes. Very good, Captain! I’m glad you’re finally seeing the potential, here.”


      “Let’s just get it over with.”


      It takes me seven tries to put together a message that makes me sound like I give a shit about anything, let alone what’s been going on with the pirates attacking Brinktowns and kidnapping children. I’m just not good at showing emotion. It’s kind of fun, though, watching Belflower’s enthusiasm ratchet steadily downward. Even so, she stays pretty patient throughout, giving me direction and tips in between takes.


      Give me some criminals threatening Subverse infrastructure or pillaging Brinktowns any day. I’ll handle it. But trying to make myself sound earnest for this versecast makes me feel as phony as the laser pistol replica Harmony left me with.


      I’m beginning to remind myself of Soren, my old bunkmate during training back on Gauntlet. He’s been versecasting since before he was a Troubleshooter—before he even enrolled in Basic, actually, as a kid living in a Brinktown with a single-digit following. Now, he’s the most famous Guardsman in this sector, always injecting his missions with drama that generally isn’t there. I love the guy, but this just isn’t me.


      “Well, I think that’s the best we’re likely to get,” Belflower says at last, in what almost sounds like a grumble. “Should I just...?”


      “Yeah, broadcast it. Screw it.” This was probably a stupid idea, anyway.


      As Belflower preps the versecast for Aphrodite to send to the next spacescraper we detect, Aphrodite herself turns to me. “Sir, can I have a word alone?”


      The other three crewmembers turn toward her. Asterisk and Worldworn wear blank expressions, and Belflower is frowning. “Uh,” I say, “we’re kind of in the middle of something. What is it?”


      “I’ve been going through ship logs we received from the Broadswords we hijacked in our escape attempt. The logs transmitted to us before they were destroyed. I found something you might want—well, I guess it doesn’t really matter whether I show you this in private or not. It doesn’t change anything.” With that, she plays some datasphere footage for all of us. “This is from the last Broadsword that went down,” she adds.


      The footage was taken from my perspective—or at least, the perspective of my digital double, who was sitting in the command seat, just as I am now. The bridge is identical to the one on the Ares, and a grim silence hangs over it as each crewmember concentrates on doing their part to navigate the pitched battle they know they can’t win. I haven’t given it much thought till now, but it’s actually kind of crazy that conscious beings went knowingly to their deaths, all to give the Ares the chance to escape.


      “Captain, I need to apologize,” Worldworn—or rather, Worldworn’s copy—says abruptly.


      “For what?” my double says in a tone of disbelief. Probably, he can’t believe his TOPO would choose a time like this to chat.


      “Back on Gargantua...I’m the one who let the Fallen into the Brinktown. Bleak paid me a lot of money to do it, but the remorse has been tearing at me ever since. I just...I need to get it off my chest, to tell you I’m sorry. Even if I’m just a copy talking to another copy who’s about to die.”


      “We might not die,” the Joe Pikeman duplicate says. “There’s a chance we could come out of this, and if do we do, we can talk about what you just told me. For now, I need you to—”


      “No, Captain,” Worldworn says softly. “We are going to die.” With that, he steers the ship toward one of the opposing Broadswords, accelerating. The footage ends abruptly.


      So that’s why the explosion was bigger than I expected. That Broadsword kamikazed itself into one of those with a real live Guardsman aboard it.


      “Your copy must have managed to transmit that footage in the seconds before the crash,” Aphrodite says.


      My gaze settles on Worldworn, whose face is a cocktail of emotion.
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      “I’VE BEEN FRAMED,” Worldworn says, stammering slightly.


      “Really,” I say flatly. “You’re going to try to claim that, after what we just watched?”


      “I know how damning this looks. But Captain, I assure you I didn’t let the Fallen into that Brinktown, or betray you in any other way.”


      “I did warn you, Captain Pikeman,” Belflower says. “The man can’t be trusted.”


      Worldworn rounds on her. “Did you do this, you self-righteous bitch?”


      Belflower’s lips twist in disgust. “How distasteful.”


      “Leave off, Worldworn,” I say. “You aren’t doing yourself any favors.”


      “Captain, that footage was faked.”


      “Do I really look that stupid? You’re telling me someone had footage prepared for that exact situation? Or are you saying there was enough time since that ship exploded to cook it up?”


      “I’m saying I didn’t do what I’m being accused of.” Worldworn points a finger at me. “I helped you find out where they took Faelyn. Why would I do that, if I’m working with the pirates?”


      “To cover your tracks,” Belflower says. “Or maybe because you felt guilty right away, and saw that as your way to atone.”


      “Shut up!” Worldworn says.


      I’m shaking my head. “I’ll admit, I’m disappointed to learn you’re this deceitful, Worldworn. But it doesn’t matter. I can’t have a traitor on my ship. I could consign you to the sim, but the risk of you figuring out a way to hack out of there is too great. I’ll have to delete you.”


      “Captain,” Worldworn says, and I can tell he’s grasping at straws, now. “How will you run this ship without a TOPO?”


      “I’ll figure out a way. It’s less risky than letting a backstabber stay on board.” Even though he’s the treacherous asshole, I’m actually starting to feel bad for the guy. What’s wrong with me? “Listen, this isn’t the end for you. You said yourself you have other copies. The best I can do is keep your memories in storage. If I have the chance, I’ll give them to another version of you.”


      “It is a sort of death,” he says, but he’s not pleading anymore. He’s beginning to sound resigned. “I think you know that.”


      He’s right—I do. As much as I hate uploads, I can’t quite deny that they’re real human consciousnesses. “You haven’t left me with much of a choice,” I say, quietly. I turn toward Belflower. “Delete him.”


      “With pleasure,” she says, and gets to work.


      Worldworn stands there, staring at me from the center of his console, arms stiff at his sides. Something about his gaze makes me feel uncomfortable, but it’s not like this sort of thing is easy to do.


      Abruptly, he vanishes, without ceremony. “It’s done,” Belflower says.


      I nod, though my shoulders suddenly feel heavier. “All right,” I say with a sigh. “I need to think.” Bringing a hand to my forehead, I massage my temples with thumb and middle finger. “Have any of you ever served as a TOPO?” I lower my hand to find my three remaining crew members looking at me with blank faces.


      “What about in your video game?” I say. “Do you have any navigation training at all?”


      “Nope,” Asterisk says. The other two shake their heads.


      “So, I’m the only one with anything close to the skills necessary to fly this thing. But I can’t fly her and captain her at the same time.”


      “Maybe you can,” Belflower says.


      “What? How?”


      “If you let me copy you again...”


      “No,” I say, horrified. “Definitely not. That’s not an option.”


      Except, there are no other options. And so, twenty minutes later, Belflower looks up from her station, where she’s been putting the finishing touches on our new TOPO. “Okay,” she says. “Ready?”


      I shake my head. “Just do it.”


      She taps something on her console, and I appear in the center of the circular railing—the same place Worldworn stood less than an hour ago.


      “Whoa, what the hell is this?” I say. My double says, that is.


      “It’s temporary,” I assure me. “The moment we can find a real TOPO, you’ll be relieved from duty, trust me. Look, to avoid confusion, you’re Moe now, okay? I’m the only Joe.”


      “No,” Moe says. “No, no, no. I captain this ship. I don’t take orders.” He looks up from his digital body and glares at me. “What did you do, anyway? How did we come to this?” He casts his gaze around at the other three crewmembers. “I don’t recognize any of these people.”


      “There have been some developments, Moe,” I say, trying to remember when the last time I sent a brainprint was. “Belflower, when was the brainprint sent that you copied Moe from?”


      “I’m Joe,” Moe says.


      “No, you’re not. Belflower?”


      “A little over two years ago, sir. It was a brainprint to your daughter.”


      Fount. Has it really been that long since I contacted Harmony while on duty? “Listen, Moe, we don’t exactly have time to bring you up to speed. We’re about to infiltrate Royal, and that’s going to require some fancy flying. I was planning on having a TOPO who knows what he’s doing, but things didn’t turn out that way, so I’m going to need you to study up until we get there. Maybe run some sims.”


      “I hate sims.”


      “Think I don’t know that?”


      “We’re really going to Royal?” Moe says. “After what we did last time? They’ll kill us.”


      “Don’t worry about that.” As stealthily as I can, I check the others’ expressions to see how they’re reacting to Moe’s remark. “I have a plan.”


      “Listen, asshole, there’s no way you can expect me to follow your orders. Don’t try to pretend you don’t know what you’ve done. I hate sims, and you made me—made yourself—into a filthy upload. Do you realize how gross this feels?”


      The crewmembers are definitely reacting to that. Asterisk’s eyes are narrowed, and Aphrodite is frowning. Belflower looks shocked. I guess till now I’ve managed to hide the full extent of how much I hate the Subverse and everyone in it.


      “Yes, Moe,” I say. “I know exactly what I’ve done, and you should know that I wouldn’t do it without a damned good reason. Harmony is on Royal. I’m going to get her out.”


      His face falls. “Harmony?” he says, the anger gone. “How did she manage to leave Calabar?”


      “Again,” I say. “There’s no time. I need you to spend the next” —I consult my datasphere for the remaining transit time— “seventy-nine minutes learning the rest of what you need to know in order to not crash my ship into the side of Royal. Are we clear, or do I need to go over everything again?”


      He gives me the finger, then disappears, presumably to start running sims. Hopefully, anyway.


      My crew are all avoiding eye contact, now. Maybe they’re upset to learn their captain is just as biased against them as uploads are against biological humans. Ah, well. You can’t please everyone.


      My plan is to sink below Larunda’s ever-present blanket of sulphuric-acid clouds until we’re out of sight. The Ares’ hull can handle the acid, and the clouds will keep us from being detected by visual sensors or lidar. They should throw off radar, too.


      Over an hour later, Aphrodite finally breaks the awkward silence, her voice flat. “We’re nearing the end of the course set by Worldworn. We’ll be entering cloud cover inside of ten minutes.”


      “Very good,” I say, suppressing a sigh. “Belflower, get Moe back here.”


      “Aye,” Belflower says tersely.


      Moe reappears wearing a scowl. I can tell there’s a layer of determination underlying his resentment, though. Rescuing Harmony is probably the only thing that would have convinced him to cooperate, so in one sense, I’m lucky. You have to squint pretty hard at the situation to draw that conclusion, though.


      “How do you feel?” I ask him.


      “I’ll do my best.”


      Not the most encouraging response, but I don’t suppose I can ask for anything more. “We’re about to reach the end of the course set by the former TOPO, and that’s when I’ll need you to take over. Just before we reach Royal, I want you to break through the clouds and fly toward a specific landing bay—I’ll give you a map of the place that shows which one. At that time, I’ll have Aphrodite let them know that if they don’t let us in, we’ll blast our way in, and that won’t be good for anyone. We’ll be close enough that their defenses won’t be able to stop us from doing it. If they refuse, then the WSO will fire a Javelin at the airlock. Either way, you’ll need to take the Ares through the doors and land her inside.”


      “I guess there’s no need for me to point out that I’ve never landed the Aresbefore. Or flown her inside a planet’s atmosphere.”


      “You’re right,” I say. “There’s no need.”
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      “TELL THEM THEY HAVE fifteen seconds to open that outer hatch,” I say. We’ve just emerged from Larunda’s sulphuric-acid cloud layer, so there’s a good chance that no one on Royal has spotted us yet. “Tell them it’s Commander Joe Pikeman knocking.”


      “Yes, sir,” Aphrodite says, her hands flying over the curved surface in front of her.


      “Asterisk, standby to return fire if they try to take us out with stationary weaponry.” Defending ourselves is going to be harder than it should be, with two of our three port turrets gone. Hopefully it won’t prove necessary.


      “Aye,” the Ensign says, the chains bracketing his face hanging motionless. He actually seems pretty focused.


      Before we engaged the four Broadswords waiting for us at the slipspace exit point, I let my WSO and TOPO know that I reserve the right to take over weapons or navigation at any point. And I did take over some of the laser turrets during that battle. But even though Worldworn was a traitor, I can’t deny he was a deft hand on the Ares’ rudder—so to speak. I never worried about the ship’s handling with him at the TOPO station.


      I don’t feel nearly that confident now. Yes, it’s basically me flying the Ares, but I only have the knowhow to execute isolated maneuvers, in situations where I feel like a TOPO is dropping the ball. Moe is probably more qualified than me to do what’s he’s about to attempt, with the hour-and-change he just put into training sims, but not much more qualified.


      The landing bay’s hatch isn’t opening. “WSO, arm a Javelin.”


      “Yes, Captain.”


      “Wait,” Aphrodite says. “They’re opening it.”


      “Very good.” I brace myself as I turn toward the TOPO station. “Moe?”


      His lips tighten. Clearly, he still isn’t fully on board with the name change. Hopefully he won’t be on my bridge long enough to get used to it. I aim to replace him as soon as I can.


      The Ares lurches forward, and that’s how I know we’re in trouble. I eyeball the hatch through a hull sensor, and I can tell we’re at least three meters too far to the left.


      “Tighten up your trajectory, Commander!” I bark.


      “I’m trying, Commander.”


      The Ares heaves to the right—too far again, but Moe immediately compensates—then we’re flying through the airlock.


      Or I should say: crashing through it. A hideous screeching noise comes from theAres’ port-side hull, and my view through the sensor is obstructed by thousands of sparks being spat up by the scraping metal.


      Then we’re through, and the landing bay deck comes up to meet us. It’s more of a tumble than a graceful landing, and we hit the surface with a bang, followed by more screeching as we skid to a stop.


      When I will the sensor view away, my hand is obstructing my vision—it seems I facepalmed without realizing it.


      I remove the hand to see Moe staring at me with wide eyes and a set jaw. “That was a disaster,” I tell him.


      He doesn’t answer. There isn’t much to say, I guess.


      “How are we doing for tokens after our first versecast?” I ask Belflower.


      She clears her throat, and I try not to look annoyed at the affectation. Obviously, she’s about to tell me something she knows I won’t like, but why can’t she just come out and say it instead of pretending to have an actual throat that needs clearing?


      “After our first versecasts, you mean,” she says. “Plural.”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. How many versecasts have you broadcast?”


      “Two. Your initial message, and Worldworn’s betrayal.”


      I lean forward, eyes widening. “You what?”


      “You did give me access to your datasphere footage, Captain. I mean, if you’d like to select and edit the clips yourself, you can, but the Worldworn drama was just too good. People are going to eat that right up.”


      “Well, are they, then? How long has it been up?”


      “Since ten minutes or so after you deleted him. I actually haven’t had a chance to check on the reception it’s getting.”


      “Check,” I growl.


      She’s silent for a few seconds. Then, her eyebrows shoot up. “Wow. Your initial message did better than expected—not great, though a fair bit better than I thought it would. But the Worldworn episode is blowing up, sir. Donations are pouring in, and we already have our first sponsorship offers. People love you, Captain.”


      “No, they love the shitshow.” Still, I can’t help being a little pleased. Even if it does feel like I’m parceling out my soul piece by piece, there’s clearly money in this versecasting thing. The new funding will help pay for repairs, if we ever find a port we trust enough to make them. Maybe even better weaponry. “What’s our balance, with the donations added in?”


      “Thirty-five thousand, three hundred eighty-nine tokens. We can borrow against these sponsorship offers for more quick money, if we need it.”


      “I don’t think we will,” I say, running a quick calculation in my head.


      “Sir, six armed men have emerged from the landing bay’s perimeter and are in the process of surrounding us,” my OPO says.


      “Want me to gun them down?” Asterisk asks.


      “No. We’d have bigger problems, then.”


      “We already have big problems,” Moe says.


      “Yeah, no kidding,” I agree. “Like how you nearly totaled my ship.”


      “You’d just better have a damned good plan.”


      “I do,” I say, standing from the command seat. “I’m going to talk to them. But for starters: Aphrodite, wire fifteen-thousand tokens into the account associated with the name Jet Miller. You’ll find the account ID in the computer. The account is connected with the Visby Subverse.”


      I’m about to head for the airlock when Belflower holds up a hand. “Wait, sir.”


      “What?”


      “You need to thank your top donators.”


      I squint at her. “There are armed pirates outside.”


      “Yes, but who knows when you’ll next get the chance? It’s customary, Captain. I’m telling you, if you don’t show some gratitude, people will label you as rude. Your donations will fall off.”


      I take a breath, and for a couple seconds, I come very close to calling this whole versecasting thing off. Gritting my teeth, I settle back into the command seat. “Tell the pirates I’ll be with them in a moment,” I order Aphrodite. Then, I look at Belflower. “Are we ready?” I ask through gritted teeth.


      “Go ahead. I’ll feed the donators’ handles to your datasphere.”


      I clear my throat and stare into empty space. “Uh, I’d like to thank Reaperpwnz, M5959, Fetmahn, wontstoppoppin, and Bobinator for donations of over 500 tokens. Special thanks to Fetmahn for being my top donator.”


      “Say a thanks to everyone who donated,” Belflower whispers.


      “Thank you to everyone who donated,” I repeat, then glance at the Engineer. “Will that do it?”


      “Yes,” she says, still whispering. “That’s good.”


      Shaking my head and trying not to think too hard about what brought me to this point, I push myself out of the command seat again and head for the airlock, fingering the butt of my blaster.


      Three of the six men are standing in front of the outer airlock when I emerge, looking more or less like you’d expect pirates to look. Scruffy hair, unkempt beards, rumpled clothing. They all have laser rifles aimed at me, too.


      “Butcher,” says their leader—Jet Miller, whose acquaintance I made a few years ago. His clothes are even more wrinkled and stained than his fellows. Maybe that’s how they indicate rank, around here. His left eye is squinched shut as he sights along the barrel with his right. Oh, and his face and hands have that melted look skin gets when exposed to gaseous sulphuric acid. I may have had something to do with that.


      “Hey, Jet. Good to see you,” I say. “Let me kick off our chat by reminding you that you’re on my ship’s good side.” I motion backward with my head, toward the three fully operational secondary laser turrets, not to mention the primary sitting pretty on top. “I could have you all killed where you stand.”


      “And I could kill you where you stand, Butcher,” says Jet, apparently keen to get my nickname in as much as he can. I gather he’s pissed off about the last time we met.


      “I think we both know you won’t do that. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten about my last visit. Make a move, and my ship will detect it. All eight of the plasma bombs I’ve had installed inside her hull are already armed, so you won’t get two feet before they detonate. It’ll be more than your landing bay that gets blown apart, this time. I’m surprised you were stupid enough to come this close.”


      “You’re bluffing,” Miller says weakly.


      “Come on,” I say.


      His eyes waver, then fall to the deck. I actually think his lower lip trembles a little. “I only recently got this place operational again, Pikeman. I’m a businessman. I got a family. You know that.”


      The word “family” is a bit of a stretch for the collection of humans Miller’s responsible for. His wife left him even before I blew up his landing bay, and each of the four children she produced before leaving was uglier and worse-tempered then the last. They’re uglier than Miller, which is saying something, and from what I’ve heard, they don’t even have his business sense. “Look, Jet, things aren’t all bad. Provided you learned your lesson last time, and you stick to my terms, you stand to make a tidy profit here. Check your account—I’ve already wired fifteen thousand tokens into it, and there’s fifteen thousand more where that came from, as long as you keep your mouth shut about my arrival and let no harm come to my ship. Plus, you get to keep your landing bay. What do you say?”


      His shoulders rise and fall with a long breath, and he lowers the rifle. “Fine. Just make it quick.” The other two pirates lower their weapons, too.


      “I’m paying you five times what a day’s rent is worth,” I say. “So I’ll take my time. Tell me—is Lord Bleak on Royal right now?”


      Miller shakes his head. “He’s off making preparations for the wedding.”


      “Wedding?” For some reason, I don’t like the sounds of that at all.


      Miller shrugs. “His son’s getting married to some girl. Nothing to do with me. I don’t follow the gossip, and I couldn’t give less of a shit about that pansy.”


      “Right. Got a washroom I can use?”


      Miller nods toward a filthy corner of his filthy landing bay. I head over there and wrench open the flimsy wooden door by the knob—archaic door-opening technology. Inside, the squat toilet looks like it’s never seen a scrub brush, but I have no business with it, thankfully. “Don’t bother me till I’m finished,” I yell back into the landing bay. That done, I shut the door, attempt to lock it, fail, then turn to look into the mirror.


      Peering into my own eyes, I lean on the sink with both hands and focus on my breathing, doing my best to clear my head. I try one of the old man’s mindfulness techniques, scanning my body from head to toe, registering how each part feels.


      Somewhat miraculously, I manage to get to a state of tranquility that approaches the battle calm I experienced during the Broadsword engagement. My breathing comes slow and steady, my lungs expanding and contracting, my shoulders rising and falling. Then, I let an image slowly take shape in my mind, the details falling into place one by one:


      Lord Bleak. Decked out in a foppish black hat, gray scarf, scarlet doublet. The sword he never uses dangling from his hip. The frilly white cuffs.


      Slowly, my face changes. My clothes transform. And in the mirror, I watch myself become Lord Bleak.


      I can’t believe it. It actually worked. First time, too.


      When I emerge from the washroom, Miller and his henchman are still standing awkwardly near the Ares, as though unsure what to do with themselves. Miller glances at me, then does a double take.


      “What the hell?” he says.


      “Not a word to anyone,” I tell him, which makes me realize I need to work onsounding like Bleak, too. I’ve seen a couple of his versecasts. Hopefully I can pull off a passable imitation. “About my presence, or about what you saw here.”


      He nods, though much of the color has drained from his face.
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      I LEAVE THE LANDING bay and start across the bridge connecting it to the next balloon. Miller was right that I’m bluffing about the plasma bombs—this time. But I’m pretty sure that’s a bluff I’ll be able to play out for the rest of my career.


      See, as a Guardsman, from time to time it becomes necessary to infiltrate pirate dens; usually ones that have sprung up near sensitive Subverse infrastructure. Over the years, I built up a bit of a reputation for claiming that I had plasma bombs installed in my ship’s hull, which I’d arm every time I entered a pirate sanctuary, warning the pirates that they would detonate if anyone messed with me.


      I’m not sure anyone really believed me, but when the ship in question is parked beside most of what you value in life, you become pretty risk-averse.


      Before today, I’ve only had to visit Royal once, and Miller was unlucky enough to own the landing bay I chose to enter through. I guess he’d heard about my scheme and figured he’d be the one to call me on it.


      He pretended to play along, then waited till I got halfway across the bridge to the next balloon before calling my bluff. Miller and four of his goons caught up and drew on me.


      It wasn’t their lucky day. Knowing that getting inside Royal would probably prove tougher than the average warren, before heading there I actually had plasma bombs installed in the hull, just in case.


      I willed the signal to my ship—the Cratos—to detonate the bombs. It blew the landing bay clean away, and the bridge we were on went vertical.


      Miller’s henchpeople all tumbled down the tunnel, to be eaten by the acidic clouds that now permeated the wreckage of the bay. Or maybe some of them fell straight through to Larunda’s acidic surface, fifty kilometers below.


      Miller himself managed to hang on. I’d had the foresight to keep my full suit on, just in case, but not him. As deadly vapors went to work on his clothes, face, and arms, he hauled himself up the tube after me. I outpaced him, made it into Royal, saw my mission through, and escaped in someone’s beat-up old scow. When I asked around a few months later to see if Miller had survived, I learned that not only was he still alive, but he was starting up a new landing bay. I decided that if I ever came back here, he’d be the one I’d pay a visit. It’s just easier to deal with people you already know.


      The brass was none too happy that I’d wasted a Broadsword on the stunt, but even they had to admit that I’d just become their best choice in the Andora Sector when it came to sending someone to infiltrate a pirate base.


      I reach the end of the bridge and emerge into the first main hub. Plenty of smaller balloons connect to this one, but they’re all dead ends. From this hub, you can reach three others, one of them Royal’s main hub: the biggest balloon, home to Lord Bleak’s manse.


      As I walk through, vendors hawk their wares from carpets, tables, booths, storefronts, and whatever else can be co-opted for enterprise. There’s plenty of color everywhere, and some of the offerings actually look kind of tempting, including a laser rifle modified for rapid fire and a bushel of plasma grenades. I’m running kind of low since my last stop at a Guard supply hub.


      A quiet sweeps over the market as I progress through, and I’m attracting plenty of confused stares and sidelong glances.


      Possibly, impersonating Lord Bleak wasn’t the best idea. I try to think about what they might find odd. Maybe the fact I’m unaccompanied? I’m pretty sure Bleak doesn’t have a private landing bay, so it wouldn’t be the fact I’m coming from one of the public ones that they find strange.


      Maybe it’s the fact Bleak is here at all. Yeah, that seems most likely.


      Either way, the sellers seem to recover quickly enough, and commerce resumes again in earnest. At least, the attempt at commerce. There’s a lot of yelling but I don’t see many actual purchases take place.


      Most of the browsers are probably people who live here, but Royal does get visitors, mostly other pirates. The various pirate havens have to do business with each other, else they wouldn’t make it. Few are in locations that provide everything needed for survival. Here, Larunda’s CO2-heavy atmosphere can be broken down into carbon and oxygen, and they also harvest oxygen, sulfur, and water from the clouds. But other than some modest manufacturing done with metals collected from the edge of the system, that’s about it. Whatever they can’t make themselves, they trade for. Or, you know, pirate.


      I make it to the other side of the balloon without incident, then I’m in another enclosed bridge. It lets out onto the main hub of Royal. This balloon dwarfs the one I just left. It does its best to resemble what a city might have looked like, on one of the old surface colonies, but it’s not actually much bigger than the Brinktown I’m from.


      The resemblance comes from its buildings: towers that reach twenty stories, apartment buildings (full of mostly empty apartments, I’m sure), malls, and in the center, Lord Bleak’s walled manse, which approaches the splendor of a palace. It seems a bit out of place in the middle of the other, more modern-looking buildings, but that probably isn’t surprising to anyone. Bleak had it built himself, after knocking down the more modern dwelling that once stood there. So of course it’s an eyesore.


      Far above the city, or wannabe city, hangs a sky made from a layer of old display panels, which show a composite of the actual Larundan sky beyond, by way of sensors affixed to the balloon’s exterior. Several of the panels have stopped functioning, and the sky is broken up by dark rectangles here and there.


      But hey, I can’t knock it too much. For a post-apocalyptic pirate balloon city, it looks pretty good.


      Security seems lax, though. A couple guards are posted at the gates into the manse grounds, and I assume more could be called, but all in all the pirates seem to have an understanding that they don’t attack or steal from each other. Plenty of Brinktowns to go around, I guess, not to mention that for the daring, the great corpse of galactic civilization has barely begun to be plundered.


      “My lord,” says the guard on the right as I approach, his forehead bunching up into lines. “What brings you back to Royal? I thought you’d be well on your way to Arbor by now. Weren’t you heading there first, to prepare it for the ceremony?”


      I blink at the guard. “Of course,” I say in my best impression of Bleak’s bass voice. Considering I’ve never practiced it before, it comes out better than expected, but I’m still not sure it’s passable. When I continue, it gets a little better: “That’s still the plan. But when we reached the slip coords, we realized we’d forgotten to bring my late wife’s wedding dress. It’s meant to be a surprise for my son’s bride, so it wouldn’t do to send back a message for her and Peter to take it with them, would it?”


      “I suppose not, sir.”


      With a curt nod, I say, “Open the gates.”


      “Er—you want us to open the gates, sir? You won’t be using the postern today?”


      “That would be faster, wouldn’t it? Unlock it for me. I left the key on my ship.”


      I’m treading on very uncertain ground, now—betting that Bleak would use old-style keys rather than codes or biometrics. When the guard pulls a necklace from inside of his shirt, I suppress a sigh of relief. I follow him to the right of the main gates, to a much smaller gate concealed behind some trees.


      “My thanks,” I say, and then I hurry across the expanse of grass toward the manse before he can ask me anything else.


      It takes me a few seconds to realize that I’m headed for a part of the exterior that has no entrance into the house. As casually as I can manage, I turn right, hoping a door lies this way. I resist the urge to check whether the guard is staring after me in confusion, or worse, suspicion.


      I need to move fast. Something tells me this isn’t going to end well.


      When I finally find a door, it isn’t locked, and I head through—straight into a kitchen bustling with cooks and servants. Every one of them turns to me wearing expressions ranging from shock to fear.


      “Carry on!” I yell. “Back to your tasks! This is a surprise inspection, and I see that everything is up to snuff. Good job, everyone. You’re doing this household proud.”


      No one answers, and I stroll through, heading toward a door on the opposite end of the long room, praying it’s not a broom closet or something.


      It lets into a narrow hallway, and I breathe a sigh of relief.


      “Lord Bleak?”


      I turn to see a diminutive woman, middle-aged, peeking out from the kitchen entrance.


      “Yes?”


      “Are you all right? Something’s wrong with your face.”


      “Really?” There’s a window a few meters behind me, and I walk to it, peering at my faint reflection. My face appears to be a strange blend of Lord Bleak’s face and my own. The clothes have started to turn color, too, darkening toward the Guardsman’s black. “I’m fine,” I say. “I’ve just been losing sleep, what with the...excitement.”


      “Yes,” the servant says slowly. “It’s quite exciting, my lord. It’s truly a Romeo and Juliet wedding, between your son and that Sterling girl.”


      “Sterling girl,” I say, my stomach sinking farther than it already was. “Yes. One for the ages.”


      The woman’s approaching, now, trying to get a better look at me. I want to shout at her to go away, but instead, I concentrate on getting my disguise back in place. Luckily, the hallway’s pretty dark, and hopefully it will hide the change.


      “You’re looking better already,” the woman says, though there’s a strange note in her voice. “Maybe it was a trick of the light. They say the Shiva Knights could change their faces, so it pays to be careful.”


      “So it does,” I say, my heart hammering. “You’re to be commended for your vigilance. Keep it up, and you’ll go far.”


      The woman nods.


      “Now, back to your duties.”


      She returns to the kitchen, glancing back at me once more before disappearing inside. With that, I turn and jog through hallway after hallway. This stupid plan is about to come crashing down on my head any second.
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      I sprint up the first staircase I find, but after that the hallways become more lavish. And more populated.


      Pirates walk the purple-carpeted halls, past friezes and statues and vases. These pirates are much better dressed than Miller and his men, and some of them don’t look like pirates at all. Some of them wear lab coats, and a few, expensive-looking business suits. Each person returns my nod, but to me, they all seem suspicious, now. Probably, word is traveling, and the possibility that I might actually be Lord Bleak is the only reason I haven’t been stopped. I’d guess he would get pretty pissed off if someone accused him of being an impostor in his own home, and that’s how I intend to react if it happens.


      “Where is my son?” I ask the next pirate I see.


      He shifts his eyes to the right, then says, “In his quarters, as far as I know, my lord. He’s with his betrothed.”


      I really don’t like the sound of that. “Thanks,” I say before marching in the direction the pirate came from. He doesn’t say anything, so I must be going the right way.


      Another staircase, followed by another corridor, and I arrive at a set of heavy double doors that are ornate enough to belong to either Bleak or his son. I push through them and find Bleak’s son, Peter Vance, sitting in an over-stuffed armchair in front of a roaring fireplace. Across from him, in an identical chair, sits my daughter.


      “Father,” Peter says, rising to his feet and clasping his hands in front of him. He’s a skinny runt, blond, and soft-spoken. I’ve never met him before, but he seems to suffer from an eye contact problem. But maybe that’s just when it comes to his father. “Why have you returned?”


      “To make sure you haven’t succeeded in making your fiancee hate you yet.” It’s not hard to tell that treating Vance like shit is going to be the best strategy for convincing him I’m really his father. I turn to Harmony. “Be honest, dear. Have you had your fill of him yet?”


      She shakes her head. “Not at all. He’s quite sweet, Lord Bleak.”


      “That’s the problem. Sweet and weak. Like a woman. I’m sorry my loins produced such a pathetic excuse for a man.”


      “He would have done just fine, if he’d been born into a Brinktown,” Harmony says, with a sly smile directed at Vance.


      I laugh—a single, terse syllable. Vance looks like he might be about to cry. “True enough! Get out, Peter. I want a word with your betrothed.”


      “But father—”


      “Get out!” I roar, and he scurries toward the doors, closing them behind him.


      With that, I let my disguise drop, and Harmony actually squeaks. “Dad! How—?”


      “Harmony, what the hell are you doing?”


      “What do you mean?” she asks, suddenly the picture of innocence.


      “What do you think I mean? I’ve heard all about the ‘Sterling girl’ marrying Lord Bleak’s son, so stop playing dumb. Sterling girl?”


      She nods. “It wasn’t hard for Bleak to believe that I’m a favorite granddaughter of Daniel Sterling, considering I showed up in his ship. Bleak’s been eating out of my hand ever since, and he wasn’t very subtle about offering up his son, either. He sees it as a power move against the Five Families. Having a Sterling in the family legitimizes him. He’s been advertising the wedding all over the Subverse, and he’s having us fly to it in good old grandpa’s ship, just to underscore the point.”


      I study her face in silence for several seconds, trying not to shake my head. Even as the most infamous Troubleshooter, I’ve always made a point to keep Harmony out of the public eye—it’s far from common knowledge that I even have a daughter. Now, everyone in the Subverse will likely come to know her face, if they don’t already. “I don’t pretend to be a genius, but I have no clue what you’re trying to accomplish, Harm. Is this part of your crusade to make your grandfather pay?”


      Harmony laughs, and despite how baffled I am, it does me good to hear her looking and sounding well. It’s a huge relief. “I think losing his ship gave Daniel Sterling more than enough to think about,” she says. “I’m here to get to the bottom of the pirate attacks.”


      “By marrying Peter Vance?”


      She shrugs. “Seems like the perfect way to me. I actually kind of like him, Dad, and anyway, I’ve learned a lot. Case in point: Bleak says he wasn’t behind attacking the Brinktowns where children were abducted. Actually, he’s been working to find those children, and he talks about putting them in good homes when he does.”


      Now, it’s my turn to laugh. “Seems likely. Did he mention why he thinks the children were abducted in the first place?”


      She shakes her head.


      “So are you buying everything he’s telling you, then?”


      “Not necessarily. But I’m keeping an open mind. Listen, Dad, it’s sweet that you came here—though I’m sure I wasn’t the only reason. Either way, you need to go now. Bleak has an Essence, and he left him behind to watch over the manse. He checks in every day, and when he hears about ‘Lord Bleak’ wandering the house when he isn’t supposed to be, he’s sure to come looking for you. He’ll know you’re not Bleak in a heartbeat.”


      “Fount. Since when has Bleak had an Essence?”


      “He’s had one for years, apparently. He’s just kept it quiet. I guess having one is more effective if no one knows about it.”


      “I’d say.” An Essence is more than just a bodyguard. It’s someone who’s given up their physical body in exchange for having their upload to the Subverse paid for. That done, the Fount inside the purchased body is modified so that the buyer’s consciousness can be copied over. Typically, an Essence is trained in various forms of combat. Who could be more motivated to protect you than yourself? It’s the kind of thing that would have been illegal, if there were still laws.


      “Harmony,” I say, “it’s a very bad idea to get tangled up with Bleak and his people. You may think you’re playing him, but it’s much more likely he’s playing you.” As I talk, my gaze drifts around the room. Armchairs. A metal stand with utensils for managing the fire. A table big enough for two to dine. Couches. Art.


      “I’m staying, Dad. You came here for Faelyn Eliot, right? Well, Bleak says he did manage to recover her, and he told me where he’s keeping her for the time being, until he can arrange to have her brought back to her parents.”


      “Where?”


      “Somewhere called Xeo.”


      Xeo? What the hell is he planning to do there? But I don’t let my surprise show. “Yeah, that’s not a place you take someone you give a shit about,” I say.


      “Maybe. It doesn’t matter. I’m not coming with you. I’m handling this on my own.”


      The hairs on the back of my neck stir, and I remember what the old Shiva said, about paying attention to what my body’s trying to tell me—what the Fount is trying to tell me.


      Then, I hear a doorknob turning behind me.


      My first impulse is to run for the fireplace, maybe take cover behind an armchair. Could be I’ll miss every shot, but if I can lure the Essence to me, I can surprise him with a fire poker through the abdomen.


      But as the door swings open behind me, inspiration strikes, and I run straight at Harmony instead.


      I wrap an arm tight around her throat, draw my blaster, and put the muzzle against her temple.


      The Essence is a short, plain-looking man. He stares across the drawing room with eyes narrowed. “Clearly, you are not Lord Bleak,” he says.


      “Why do you say that?” I ask. “Am I not usually a total asshole?”


      I begin walking Harmony toward the double doors —toward the Essence. “Move out of the way, or Peter Vance’s fiancee dies,” I growl.


      The Essence complies, backing into the hallway beyond. For a moment, I’m worried Harmony will reveal that I’m her father. That wouldn’t make this a very convincing hostage situation. Then, I realize that revealing me could mess up her story about being a Sterling, so she probably won’t. She’s smarter than that.


      Outside the room, I see that the Essence didn’t bother bringing any backup. Not surprising, considering he’s essentially Bleak. The guy’s always been a cocky bastard, from what I’ve heard.


      “Stay right there,” I say, backing away from him, “until we’re gone.”


      The Essence says nothing, his eyes never leaving mine.


      We reach an intersection of two corridors, and as I’m guiding Harmony around the corner, she twists her head sideways and lets herself go limp, sliding out of my grasp. I try to snatch her arm, but she’s gone, running down a hallway perpendicular to the one we just came from.


      Damn it. I think I probably eased up on my grip, for fear of hurting her. Now she’s gone, and I have other problems. The Essence is running toward me, fishing a laser pistol from a hip holster. I get off a couple shots before he gets it out, but he veers left, and both bolts miss.


      Then he’s firing back, and I withdraw around the corner. I’m being forced in the wrong direction. I watch Harmony disappear around the corner at the end of the opposite hallway.
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      BLEAK’S ESSENCE DOESN’T slow, his footfalls getting louder as he rushes the intersection. I decide I’m not likely to win a point-blank shootout, so I run, firing blindly over my shoulder.


      My datasphere warns me of a shot about to pierce my heart from behind, and I dive into a forward roll. The neon-blue laser shot crackles through the air above me, and I come out of the roll, zagging right to avoid another.


      Then I’m at the end of the hallway, turning the corner.


      Pounding down its carpeted length, I try to look at this from the Essence’s perspective. For all intents and purposes, it’s Bleak chasing me through his own house. From what I know of Bleak, he’s arrogant, and given I’ve made a fool of him, he probably wants to be the one to kill me.


      That doesn’t mean we won’t run into more pirates as we tear through the house, of course. Either way, it would be best to deal with the Essence quickly.


      Yanking a door open reveals an empty bunkroom—probably where Bleak’s mercenaries sleep, or some of them, anyway. Door number two reveals a cramped room, not much bigger than a closet, where three pirates sit playing cards by lamplight. I manage to shoot one of them before the other two lay hands on laser pistols, and I slam the door shut to continue tearing down the hall. The Essence’s footsteps pound closer.


      I try the very next door and run inside, with the pair of pirates entering the corridor behind me. Slamming the door shut I barrel across what appears to be Bleak’s great room.


      Several options present themselves. I could make for one of the two living room-like clusters of furniture, arranged in front of cold fireplaces that face each other across the massive room. Or I could sprint for the other door, on the opposite end of the room, which probably leads back into the hall. Another option: try to tip over the massive dining table in the center to use for cover.


      Then, I notice a fourth possibility: I could climb the scaffolding on the far side of the room, which partially obscures a floor-to-ceiling mural depicting Lord Bleak in combat. He wears a rictus of righteous anger and aims a laser pistol at a target out of the frame.


      Figuring the furniture and table will burn under laserfire, and taking the other door will just allow them to outflank me, I charge toward the mural, ready to leap behind some furniture if I need to.


      But by the time the door crashes open behind me, I’m already past the furniture. My datasphere warns me that someone’s aiming at the small of my back, and I weave right. The shot crackles past, scoring Bleak’s giant pant leg.


      “Stop shooting!” cries the Essence, his voice slightly muffled. He’s still in the hallway. “I’ll handle this.”


      Seems my choice is paying off. Of course the Essence wouldn’t want to damage the mural. He’s just as conceited as Bleak, and when he sees the pirate lord, he sees his own face, not the one he actually wears.


      I reach the ramp leading up to the first level of scaffolding and dash up it. My datasphere flashes black, forecasting laserfire a foot in front of me. I halt, and the Essence doesn’t fire, adjusting his aim instead. As he does, I race ahead, toward the next ramp. He still doesn’t fire.


      Unable to concentrate on both avoiding his laserfire and shooting back, I focus on just staying alive. Soon, I’m on the third level, then I reach the fourth. With each level, the Essence’s firing angle gets worse, and I gain higher and higher ground.


      On the fifth level, I drop abruptly to the metal surface, drawing my blaster in the same motion. I hold it over the side to rain fire down on the pirates’ heads.


      One of the grunts topples over, and the other takes a bolt to his boot, sending him hopping. The Essence curses, then screams, “Return fire!”


      The wounded pirate gets control of himself, levels his laser pistol at my location, and fires. The Essence does the same, and his aim is much better. I’m forced to flatten myself to the metal as laserfire crackles above and below, marring Bleak’s chin and heating the metal I’m lying on. Sooner or later, it’ll start melting, and I’ll fall through, molten metal clinging to me. That won’t be fun.


      I decide not to wait for it to happen. Instead, I grip both sides of the metal platform, ignoring its searing heat, and I kick out against the wall with all my might. The entire structure teeters outward, then swings back to crash against the wall. I kick out again.


      The scaffolding sails outward, and expressions of terror take hold on the pirates’ faces. I get my feet under me enough to leap backward as it falls, toward a couch, and I even get a couple blaster shots off in midair, though neither of them hit.


      My feet touch the couch cushions, but my momentum carries me over, and I crash into the coffee table in front of it. It snaps under my weight, and I end up on the floor amidst wooden shrapnel.


      Gritting my teeth against the pain, I struggle to my feet between two levels of scaffolding. The Essence is standing at the same time, looking dazed. I shoot, and this time, I don’t miss. His facial features burst apart.


      I scramble over level after level to check for the other pirate, only to find him lying on his back, a bloody gash on his forehead, where the scaffolding must have gotten him. He looks pretty dead, but I don’t bother checking.


      Just as I’m about to leave the room, there’s a whoomph behind me, and I turn to find flames climbing up an upholstered chair. The metal must have been hot enough to set it alight. A glance down at my uniform shows it’s singed in parts. Fount, that was close.


      The hallway’s empty when I emerge from the great room, but not for long. Laserfire scores the carpet in front of my feet as I reach a staircase, and I spy a pirate leaning out of a doorway up ahead. “Stay right there!” he yells.


      “Screw that,” I mutter, and start hustling down the stairs. I just got a whiff of smoke—I’m pretty sure this place is about to burn down. I wonder what that means for Royal as a whole. They must have ways to put out fires before they compromise the entire colony.


      More importantly, I wonder what it means for Harmony. I try to contact her, but she doesn’t answer, which doesn’t offer much comfort. So I get in touch with theAres.


      “Aphrodite here. What can I do for you, Captain?”


      “Wire Miller the rest of the tokens, then tell, uh, Moe to take you out. I want to know if Europa’s Gift leaves Royal. That’s Daniel Sterling’s ship. There should be a picture of it in the computer.”


      “I know what it looks like.”


      I narrow my eyes as I run along a corridor, checking over my shoulder for pursuers. “What? How?”


      “Oh. I looked it up.”


      “Right.” There’s no good reason for her to have done that—she didn’t know that was the ship Harmony took—but now isn’t the time to investigate. “Pikeman out.”


      I reach a part of the manse I recognize from my initial ascent through it, and after that, navigation becomes a lot easier. On the other hand, the entire household is alive to my presence. My disguise is long gone, and pirates are shooting at me on sight. I return fire when I can, take cover when necessary, and flee the moment it becomes possible. I can’t afford to get pinned down.


      At last, I reach the dim, first-level corridor with the kitchen—only to find five pirates waiting outside it when I peer around the corner. Cursing, I backtrack. There has to be another way out.


      Instead of an exit, I find another staircase leading down. For a few seconds, that makes no sense: I’m already at ground-level, aren’t I? Then, I realize there must be an area between the “ground” and the bottom of the balloon.


      Right away, the decor changes: from art-adorned hallways to an open-concept warren of metal walkways and ramps. As I descend, I start to glimpse the bottom of the vast open area, where row after row of great cabinets march from one end to the other.


      Then laserfire crackles from above, and my datasphere goes black, warning that the next shot will hit me. I scramble out of the way, leaping to the next platform down—a ten-meter fall.


      As much as I try to absorb the impact by buckling my legs as I land, it still sends shocks up through my ankles. Ignoring them, I continue downward.


      When I reach the bottom level, I learn what the cabinets contain: the circuit boards and cables of server racks. What the hell? This can’t be the Visby Subverse, can it? I’ve never been assigned to check on it, so I’m not sure where it’s supposed to be located. But there’s no way anyone would let pirates occupy the colony where it’s housed.


      But if not that, then what do the pirates need with all this equipment?


      Whatever the answer to that riddle, the servers themselves provide excellent cover against those hunting me. I keep close to the racks on my right as I run, and the laserfire slacks off—clearly, they fear damaging the servers more than they fear letting me escape.


      When I finally emerge at the far end, I spot a hatch a few meters to my left. I sprint toward it, finding it locked, and I shoot out the locking mechanism with my blaster. With that, I yank it open.


      “Whoa,” I say through my panting. This room holds everything you’d need to wage a small-scale war, complete with armored shipsuits for fighting in depressurized, oxygen-free environments.


      Then, my gaze falls on them: bushels of plasma grenades arranged together on a shelf nearby.


      I detach enough of them to line my belt, where they suction on, ready to be plucked off and used at a moment’s notice. Then I arm five of the remaining grenades, quickly distributing them among their fellows. That done, I sprint across the armory for all I’m worth, toward a hatch on the other side. On the way, I grab a helmet from one of the armored suits, one that looks my size. Thankfully, my suit seals with it, and so do the gloves I snatch.


      Behind me, pirates emerge through the hatch, and I fire my blaster back toward them as I reach the exit. This one isn’t locked, and I pull it open, continuing to fire over my shoulder as I slip through. I push the hatch closed, then turn and run.


      “Chief,” I say as I run through the next room, legs pumping. My muscles are starting to burn from exertion. “Take the Ares underneath Royal and watch for me.” For a split second, I’m distracted by the contents of this room, though I continue to dash across it toward the hatch on the other side. Shelves full of cages march around the perimeter, with any number of freakish-looking animals occupying them. A weird quadruped stands in one, twin antennae standing at attention as it hisses like a cat. Another holds a rabbit with bulging, green-tinged eyes. Another, a lopsided monkey with bulbous musculature.


      “What do you mean, watch for you?” Aphrodite says, sounding confused. “What will you be doing?”


      “Falling.”


      A prolonged, deafening roar sounds behind me as dozens of plasma grenades detonate in rapid succession. The armory walls looked pretty strong, but they’re blown out all the same, bright blue light leaking out. Pieces of metal fly past me. One of them ends up puncturing my arm, a jagged dagger shape, and I clench my jaw.


      Then, the room is tilting backward as Royal’s main balloon starts to fold toward the puncture, the air rushing out. Shelves and cages slide toward the breach. I run faster, uphill now, dodging around a cackling hyena-looking thing and leaping toward the hatch in time to grab the frame before the chamber I’m in goes vertical.


      With that, I’m hanging diagonally, clinging to the hatch frame, my feet dangling in the direction of the tear.


      Thankfully, the pressure differential between inside and outside the balloon is such that it didn’t simply pop. Still, I’m in serious trouble, and so is everyone else on Royal. If they’re smart, they’ll evacuate, though somehow I doubt there are enough ships or escape pods to take everyone. Even provided they make it to the crafts in time.


      “Aphrodite?” I grunt.


      “We’re in the clouds now, though I don’t know how we’re going to see you, with what they do to the sensors.”


      “Go underneath the clouds.”


      “What?”


      “Go underneath and wait for me to fall through. Open the airlock, tilt the ship, and catch me.”


      That brings a pause. “You really think you—Moe—can manage that?”


      “No,” I say. “Not really.”


      With that, I lose my grip and tumble toward the breach.
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      I WAKE IN MY BUNK, hurting everywhere. Dice stands over me, staring down with his trademark impassivity, scarlet eye sensors glowing.


      “Moe caught me?” I manage to wheeze.


      “I am not acquainted with a Moe, fleshbag or otherwise. In fact, you’ve never introduced me to anyone, with the exception of your daughter.”


      “He’s the new TOPO.”


      “In that case, yes, he caught you in the airlock. Otherwise, you would be a smear on Larunda’s acidic surface.”


      Groaning, I push myself to a sitting position, though the all-over aching intensifies.


      “It is not advised that you move.”


      “I’m fine. The Fount will do its job,” I say as I stagger out the door, reflecting that Moe must have been trending downward when he caught me, to absorb the impact. If he hadn’t, I likely wouldn’t be breathing right now. I have to say, I’m impressed by his—my—flying. “Get in your closet.”


      “There’s a brainprint for you,” Aphrodite says as I settle into the command seat. “It’s from Zelah Eliot. Will you take it in your cabin?”


      I give her a look. She returns it with a blank expression, but I see past that. The OPO knows I’m in no shape to keep running back and forth between my cabin and the bridge.


      “Where are we right now?” I ask.


      “In geostationary orbit over Larunda, on the side opposite Royal. At last sight, the colony was sinking through the planet’s sulphuric acid cloud cover.”


      I nod. Looks like I may have dealt quite a blow to any plans the pirates had for staging another uprising. Even though I know a lot of people must have died when Royal went down, for some reason it doesn’t affect me like killing people up close has started to, recently. Because I didn’t actually see them die, it feels less real, somehow. Of course, killing Bleak’s Essence didn’t particularly bother me either, but I think that’s because the real Bleak has Harmony. “What about Europa’s Gift?” I ask.


      “That’s part of the reason why we came to this side of the planet. Not just to hide from any pissed-off pirates, but also to maintain line-of-sight. We’re tracking the trajectory of Europa’s Gift right now, and if she enters slipspace, we’ll know the coords.”


      I nod. “Good work.”


      “Will you take Mrs. Eliot’s brainprint now?”


      Shaking my head, I say, “No. I need to think.” My hand feels heavy as I lift it to my forehead, massaging it. “I think I know where Harmony’s going—the name of the place, anyway. But I don’t know the destination coords, and without them, we can’t follow. When I was impersonating Lord Bleak, a pirate asked why I wasn’t at Arbor. Apparently, that’s where Harmony is going to marry Bleak’s son, Peter Vance.”


      Belflower raises her eyebrows, and Asterisk chuckles, though he doesn’t look up from studying his digital nails. Two people exhibit much bigger reactions: Moe and Aphrodite.


      “What the hell?” Moe says, and Aphrodite goes pale. Even uploads will blanch when shocked—their avatars are programmed to reflect distress.


      “All right,” I say. “That’s enough. Deactivate all crew except the OPO.”


      The WSO, TOPO, and Engineer all vanish, leaving only Aphrodite and me. I can tell she’s trying to compose herself, but it’s too late for that.


      “Why do you react so strongly whenever Harmony comes up?” I say. “And how did you know what Europa’s Gift looks like?”


      She stares at me, eyes wide, though not as wide as they were a few seconds ago. She opens her mouth as if to speak, then shuts it, her jaw set. “Because, Joe,” she says. “It’s me. Marissa.”


      Now, it’s my turn to gape at her. On some level, I think I’d already figured this out, but it still floors me. The mother of my child. Aboard the Ares, all this time.“What...what are you doing here?”


      “I’m here because I was sick with worry.”


      “Uploads don’t get sick.”


      “You know what I mean. Harmony stopped taking my brainprints, and even before that I could see the path she was going down.”


      “The same path as the guy who knocked you up?”


      Marissa Sterling frowns. “I’m really disappointed in you, Joe. You haven’t been there for her.”


      I sit up, which makes me wince, and I ease back into the seat. I settle for narrowing my eyes. “Seriously? I haven’t been there? I’m not the one who ran away into the Subverse! I’m the one who’s been working my ass off to send enough money back to Calabar to support her!”


      “You know I had no choice in that.”


      “There’s always a choice. You could have defied your father. Disowned him, if you had to.”


      “Are you kidding? He would have made my life a living hell. He owns that Brinktown, Joe, and you know it.”


      I’m shaking my head. “We could have figured something out. But whatever. I’m over it. Very over it.” I try not to let my welling anger show on my face. “Why didn’t you let me know you’d infiltrated my ship?”


      She smiles, though I hadn’t meant it to be a joke. “It wouldn’t have been much of an infiltration if I’d told you, would it?” The smile fades when I don’t return it. “Because, Joe. We both know you would have sent me right back to the Subverse. Come on. You know what I want. It’s the opposite of what you want.”


      “You want her to upload to the Subverse. To be with you. The mother who abandoned her.”


      That makes her wince, and her eyes fall to the deck. “Not to mention, if I’d revealed myself, it would be all over the Subverse by now. I don’t need Belflower versecasting my identity.”


      “Because you’re still afraid of your father.”


      She doesn’t answer.


      “You’re right, you know,” I say. “I would have sent you back. I’d send you back right now, if I could.”


      “I know that,” she says, her voice quiet. “But Joe, that’s not all. I’m here to find out what’s going on with Harmony, and to get her to upload if I can. But that’s not all.”


      “What else?” I say.


      When she speaks again, it’s barely above a whisper: “I’m here to do the same for our son.”


      I frown, and it feels like my heart is sinking through my abdomen. “You’ll need to run that by me again. Our son?”


      “After I had Harmony...while my father was still arranging for my upload...you remember. We got together again. One last time, in the old warehouse loft.”


      Slowly, I shake my head. “No. You uploaded a few weeks after that. There wasn’t time for you to have another baby.”


      “Dad only let people think I uploaded that soon. He took me off-planet to have the baby, then I uploaded. He sent the baby to live with the Fairfaxes.”


      I cover my mouth, staring into space. The image of Rodney Fairfax’s war room taking shape in my mind’s eye. The boy who stood next to Fairfax. Exactly the right age. And I know what was so familiar about him, now.


      He had my ears. My jaw line. My eyes.


      Raised by the Fairfaxes. Given to Rodney for a protege.


      “What’s his name?” I ask.


      “Eric.”


      “Eric Fairfax?”


      She shakes her head. “Sterling.”


      Still staring into space, I say, “Maybe that’s why Fairfax didn’t kill me. If Eric knows I’m his father, and he convinced Fairfax I’d be more useful to him alive than dead...” I shake my head. “I doubt Fairfax wants me to join him either way, after what I just did to Royal.” A bitter chuckle escapes my lips.


      “We have to follow Harmony, Joe,” Marissa says. “We have to find this place, Arbor.”


      How am I supposed to do that? That’s what I want to say. Go into the Subverse and waste a few days again, see if I can uncover the destination coords? There’s no guarantee I’ll find them, and I’m not about to get them from the Guard.


      But that’s not what’s on my mind. Not really.


      “I know what you’re trying to do, going after the Eliot girl,” Marissa says. “Maybe even you don’t see it, but I do. You liked what you saw on Tunis. It woke up a desire you thought you’d buried. You’re trying to protect the sort of family we were never able to create. But Joe, just because I’m in the Subverse doesn’t mean you can’t have that. You can fix things with Harmony. And maybe you can even get Eric back.”


      Eric. Eric Sterling. The son I just learned I had.


      “Joe? Tell me you’ll go after Harmony.”


      I study her face, searching for the right words. “I can’t tell you that,” I say at last.


      “Joe—” she says, and I can tell she’s about to get angry with me. So I shut her off.


      “Deactivate OPO,” I say. Then I stumble across the bridge and enter my cabin, ignoring Maneater. I sit on the bunk and put my head in my hands.
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      THE MOMENT I ACTIVATE Zelah Eliot’s brainprint, I can tell something’s wrong.


      “What happened?” I ask.


      Her blond hair is in disarray, and her skin looks even paler than I remember. Her lower lip trembles, and she has this slightly hunched, defeated posture. Visually, brainprints are programmed to reflect the state of the subject’s consciousness, and Zelah’s certainly does.


      “It’s Arthur,” she says. “He—he’s done nothing to help you. He didn’t use his contact in the admiralty, even though I begged and begged him. For years, he’s been neglecting his responsibilities when it comes to the Guard—”


      “No shit,” I say.


      Zelah shakes her head. “I always chalked that up to all the pressure. And the booze. But now that it’s our daughter at stake, I can’t sit by and watch him do nothing anymore. I had to tell you.”


      “The warning’s a bit late, unfortunately,” I say. “Thanks though.”


      With that, she bursts into sobbing.


      “Hey,” I say. “I’m fine. And I’m still searching for Faelyn. We’re going to get her back, Zelah.”


      Nodding, she says, “I know. I know.”


      But there’s something else. The way she flinches away from my gaze. Her general demeanor. The defeat and the desperation.


      “Zelah.”


      She looks up at me, eyes wet.


      “Has Arthur been hitting you?”


      She doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t need to. It’s in the way she flinches again. The way the sobs pick back up, with greater strength than before.


      “You tell him I’m coming back with Faelyn,” I say, my voice trembling with anger. “I’m bringing her back to the Grotto, and I’m going to look Arthur in the eye. If he hits you again, I’ll know. And I’ll kill him.”


      Zelah doesn’t look up. She’s still sobbing.


      “Tell him, Zelah. You tell him. Promise me.”


      But she doesn’t promise anything. Instead, she ends the conversation, and her brainprint vanishes from my cabin.


      I rise to my feet, still hurting everywhere, but the pain is muted. Not just by the Fount’s ongoing efforts to repair my body, either. It’s muted by my rage.


      I force myself to pace the bridge, back and forth, letting what Zelah just told me spin around and around in my head. No help from Eliot. No help from the Guard. No help from anyone other than the crew stuck on this ship on me, and the bot that hates me, and the dog that would probably rather eat me.


      I’m alone, up against a network of criminals, who are awash with wealth. Cutthroats who abduct children to turn them into child soldiers, or who knows what else. I try not to think about the other possibilities.


      “Activate crew,” I say, and they appear. I’m still standing, few meters from the command seat. There’s too much adrenaline pulsing through my veins for me to sit right now.


      “We’re getting them both back,” I tell them, and then my gaze comes to rest on Aphrodite. On Marissa. “Faelyn and Harmony. But we’re starting with Harmony. Is that clear?”


      They all nod, but that isn’t good enough.


      “Is that clear?” I demand, and I’m answered with a chorus of “Aye, sir,” and “Yes, Captain.”


      “That’s better,” I say. “We still have no idea what our destination coords are supposed to be. But if we head back to where Royal sank into the clouds, maybe we can apprehend a pirate who’s still lingering near the scene. Maybe we can force him to tell the coords, if he knows them.”


      “I may have an alternative,” Marissa says. “One that’s certain to work.”


      I return her gaze, and I can sense her apprehension about whether I’m going to reveal her identity to the others. I have no plans to. Her cowardice is her own business. “I’m listening,” I say.


      “There’s a spacescraper heading for the same slip coords where Europa’s Giftentered slipspace.”


      I raise my eyebrows. Looks like “cowardice” may have been an unfair charge. “Are you suggesting we attempt to steal data from a spacescraper?”


      Her gaze stays steady, and she doesn’t respond. But I already have my answer.


      “If we’re caught, or if we destroy any of the data it carries, we’ll be hunted for the rest of our short lives. Subverse residents travel on those things. Many of them are single-iteration humans. The consequences for tampering with spacescrapers are severe.”


      “But we’re doing it,” the chief says. “Right?”


      “Right,” I turn toward my digitized mirror image. “Set a course, Moe.”
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      “HANDS OFF YOUR STATION,” I tell Asterisk as he reaches for it. “You’re not doing any shooting.” I don’t want to risk him damaging the spacescraper itself.


      His lips tighten, and he leans back against the circular railing, arms crossed and face chains jiggling.


      “TOPO, your job is to execute a series of flybys, fast enough that the ’scraper can’t fix us with a steady beam. Stay ready to jag up or down, in case the AI tries to lead its shots.”


      “Got it.”


      “Got it, what?”


      Moe glares at me.


      “This is about saving Harmony,” I tell him. “To have a chance of doing that, I’ll require strict shipboard discipline.”


      “Got it, sir,” he grinds out.


      “Better. OPO—a spacescraper’s laser turrets comprise its primary defense, and that’s enough to scare off most adversaries. Any adversary that persists in posing a threat will have to contend with an arsenal of five Javelins. I need you to tag each one it fires.”


      “Aye.”


      I glance at Asterisk. “Ensign.”


      He raises an eyebrow. “Yes, Captain?”


      “There is a chance I’ll need your help to shoot down incoming missiles while I focus on the laser turrets. So pay attention to the engagement.”


      “Of course. Sir.”


      “Entering firing range on our first approach, Captain,” Marissa says.


      “Acknowledged,” I say, then I drop into a sim to take control of the forward starboard laser turret. The ship’s computer does its best to simulate the thrumming energy that should pass through the control handles as I fire on the enemy turret, but I swear I can tell the difference between this and the real thing. Soren used to make fun of me for saying that, but it’s true.


      Just as the Ares completes her pass and exits firing range, the turret I targeted explodes. “Flyby on the other side,” I tell Moe, using the interlude to crack my knuckles.


      “Aye,” Moe says, and the resentment’s gone from his voice, replaced with the grim tones of intense focus. He is me, after all.


      Every spacescraper is on a tight timeline, and with the exception of evasive maneuvers at times like this, it will never deviate from its programmed course. Protocol tells the spacescraper to neutralize all attackers and continue on toward its destination. Losing spacescrapers is rare—few would dare attack them, and their defenses normally prove robust enough to protect them from would-be aggressors.


      The fact they spend most of their time in slipspace also provides an effective cloak. To top it off, their destinations are kept a secret, and no spacescraper has a set, predictable route—the algorithm always switches those up.


      Long story short, I can count on this ’scraper to keep flying toward the slip coords, till it either reaches them or blows up.


      On the second pass, I manage to take out two turrets, and the automated vessel answers with a pair of Javelins.


      “Loop around, now,” I tell Moe.


      “That’ll take us within range of the stern turret,” he says.


      “Then make sure it doesn’t hit us.” But I don’t want Moe’s questionable flying skill to be the only thing standing between us and taking damage. I make a snap decision: “WSO, take control of the forward starboard turret and target that rear gun. Now.”


      “Yes, sir!” Asterisk says, sounding surprised.


      I slide into the sim for our primary turret, on top of the Ares. From here, I’ll have a firing angle on the incoming missiles no matter how they twist around us—unless they go under, of course. Then I’ll have to extend the belly turret.


      Moe knows enough to keep us traveling along a perfectly straight trajectory, which makes lining up my shot on the Javelins pretty easy. One explodes, and before I can shoot down the second, Asterisk succeeds in taking out the spacescraper’s rear turret. “Good work, kid,” I mutter as I neutralize the second Javelin.


      Another ten minutes of flybys, dodging and shooting, and the spacescraper’s weapons are all either spent or neutralized.


      “Pull up next to it and keep pace,” I tell Moe. “Align the Ares’ outer airlock hatch with the space just above the ’scraper’s nose.”


      “Yes, sir,” he says.


      I get up from the command seat and fetch the helmet and gloves from the supply locker.


      When the outer hatch opens, it reveals the spacescraper is just a few meters away. I leap, aiming for the space in front of the spacescraper. Immediately, its upper hull starts to flash past below me, and I scrabble at it for purchase, gloved hand bouncing off the rungs protruding from the metal surface. The second before the stern slides past, I grasp the last rung, and the jerk that follows feels like it almost rips my arm off. That’s going to hurt later, Fount or no.


      Grimacing, I pull myself along the hull, fighting against the increased Gs provided by the ship’s forward momentum. At last, I reach the maintenance hatch and enter my Troubleshooter’s credentials. The hatch surprises me by opening. Apparently, word of my insubordination hasn’t been distributed across the entire automated fleet yet.


      There’s no airlock, and I drop inside with my helmet still sealed.


      A few feet along the cramped corridor, a combat bot starts unfolding from a crevice in the bulkhead. Probably it plans to quiz me about my presence, and I’m not interested in finding out how that conversation ends. As it rises to its feet, I spam the blaster trigger, sending the bot staggering back. It’s hard to miss in the tiny corridor, and after six shots the bot falls to the deck, motionless, chest and head sparking.


      There’s no bridge aboard spacescrapers. There aren’t even branching corridors or chambers: just the one corridor, intended for maintenance, both digital and analog. The rest of the ship is devoted to motherboards, processors, and solid-state drives.


      I head toward the main terminal at the end of the corridor, near the bow.


      I’ve almost reached it when the old man appears in front of it, materializing from nothing, dressed in the same green robes as before.


      I draw my blaster again and level it at his head.


      “That’s not going to do you much good,” he says. “The bolt would go through me, and you’d damage this vessel. You’d have even bigger problems than you already do, then.”


      I keep the weapon where it is. “What are you?” I ask.


      “A ghost, essentially. Not in the traditional sense, but it is effectively what I am. I died, and this is my afterlife, such as it is. All made possible through the Fount.”


      “If that’s true, how’d you whack me with your staff on Gargantua?”


      The knight sighs. “There were more than enough microorganisms on that station to lend me sufficient solidity to do that. I told you: the Fount has infiltrated all life in the galaxy. On planets and stations and ships—virtually anywhere humans can survive without a shipsuit—I can affect my environment using magnetic fields generated by the Fount circulating constantly through the air. I used that ability to fool you.”


      “Why’d you disappear from the Ares right when I needed you?”


      “My physical abilities aren’t consistent enough for combat. If I’d joined you on theEkhidnades, you would have learned what I am, and that would have led to other questions, questions you aren’t ready to have answered. Even if things didn’t come to blows...Fairfax would have recognized me. He’s the one who killed me, after all.”


      “I see,” I say slowly. “So, you’re here. You’ve revealed yourself. Have you decided I’m ready to know things, now?”


      The old Shiva shakes his head. “Far from it. But I had to appear to you here. To stop you from making a grave error.”


      “I know what I’m doing.”


      “You do not. I didn’t start training you because I thought you’d make a good knight. Even if you do manage to become a Shiva, in my opinion you’d be a terrible one. But it isn’t up to me. I initiated your training because the Fount, in its infinite wisdom, has chosen you, Joe Pikeman.”


      “Chosen me for what?”


      “To restore the galaxy. To return balance to the galactic order.”


      “Was that your job, before you died? You were supposed to restore the galaxy, whatever that means, and then you got killed?”


      “I think you already know I can’t tell you that. What I can tell you is that there’s much more at stake than Faelyn’s life, or yours. The galaxy itself is at stake. I can also tell you this: if you follow your daughter instead of going to Xeo immediately, where Faelyn Eliot is held, Faelyn will die. And so will you.”


      As I stare at him, my jaw starts to ache, and I force myself to unclench it. I want to tell him he’s full of shit, but somehow, I don’t think he is.


      “Tell me Bleak’s plan for when he gets to Xeo,” I say slowly.


      “He’s planning to change the face of the galaxy, and not for the better. The path of the Fount leads to Xeo. If you walk it, I’ll continue to train you. But if you refuse, then you’ll doom us all. I will not walk that path with you.”


      I lower my blaster and reholster it. I think of Marissa—our conversation on the bridge, about family, and duty. About how we both just want to make the galaxy safe for our children, and barring that, to keep our children safe from the galaxy.


      I open a channel with my Engineer. “Belflower?”


      “Aye, sir?”


      “I’m ready to start hacking the ’scraper’s mainframe. I’m patching a visual feed through to you now. Standby to direct me.”


      “Yes, Captain.”


      With that, I walk through the old man, feeling nothing as I do so.


      “What are you doing?” he asks.


      “I’m going to Arbor,” I answer. “And I’m getting my daughter the hell out of the mess she’s in.”
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      WE EMERGE FROM SLIPSPACE into the Temperance System, home to Arbor. A few seconds later, I’m defiling the laundered barf bag with the contents of my stomach.


      “What do you see, Chief?” I grunt through the nausea. “I want to know the second you spot Arbor.”


      After the excitement died down from destroying Royal and illegally boarding a spacescraper, I used the time in slipspace to learn everything my datasphere had to teach me about Arbor. It was—and still is—a giant, genetically engineered tree. Its DNA comes closest to an oak tree, but from its original sapling it grew many times bigger than any oak ever did.


      Now, Arbor is self-contained. It has no “hull” except for its bark, heavily modified to survive space’s irradiated vacuum. Its leaves were designed to survive it too, but they didn’t. Not over the long centuries since humanity’s flight into the Subverse. Arbor’s mighty branches are completely bare.


      The strange colony is one of humanity’s many attempts to best nature—to use our tech to extend the limits of the galaxy’s habitability. Most of those attempts were misguided, which the Fall showed.


      The failure of Arbor didn’t stem from its built-in life support system. According to the datasphere, it continues to function to this day, with the structure itself producing plenty of oxygen to be pumped through its hollow innards and consumed by the wildlife there, who breathe it out as CO2.


      No, Arbor’s failure is its desolation. It orbits its star, alone, deprived of the interstellar supply lines that kept its tens of thousands of human occupants fed. There’s a very good chance that Bleak, his pirates, and whatever other degenerates he’s brought with him are currently Arbor’s only human occupants. Them, and my daughter.


      “I’ve identified what seems likely to be Arbor,” Marissa says, “on the other end of the system. It’s surrounded by seventeen ships, presumably belonging to pirates. There’s a moon orbiting a gas dwarf much closer to us, and there are signs of activity there.”


      I take a moment to mull that over. There’s no way we’re going to be able to sneak the Ares past seventeen ships. “Tell me more about the moon.”


      “It has no atmosphere to speak of, but there’s a transparent dome on the surface. The computer says it used to be a colony called Terminus. From what the computer can tell about the composition of the air inside the dome, it’s breathable. Looks like someone kept the dome functional.”


      “The pirates, probably,” I say. “My guess is they’ve been operating an outpost here. Probably why they felt safe choosing Arbor for the wedding.” There are outposts like this all over the Andora Sector—places where the pirates will regroup after the destruction of Royal. That loss will set them back, but it’s far from the end of piracy in this sector.


      “A ship is parked outside,” Marissa says.


      “That will be them. I want it.”


      “The ship?”


      I nod.


      “Hold on,” she says. “I have a visual on some figures going back and forth between a building and the airlock. Looks like they’re carrying supplies.”


      “How many people?”


      “Looks like just five.”


      “Belflower, start probing that ship for cracks in its security. If you can own it, then we’re taking it.”


      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” she says, bending to her work.


      “Set us down directly behind that ship, TOPO, a few dozen meters back. Line up the Ares’ nose with that airlock, and put her down as gently as you can. I don’t want to tip them off to our presence if we can help it.”


      “Aye,” Moe says, dropping us toward the moon at an angle that puts a horizon between us and the dome. When we’re a few meters above the moon’s pale surface, he starts to coast forward.


      I’m impressed by his handling, not to mention proud, since if he can learn to fly this well then so can I. Despite his bitterness over getting press-ganged into my crew as an upload, Moe spent almost every minute of the two-week slipspace journey immersed in flight sims. And it shows.


      “That ship is mine,” Belflower says. “Her airlock’s secure—they’re not getting back inside without my say-so. Anything you’d like me to do with it, Captain?”


      “Standby to lift it thirty meters, on my mark.” Staring through a hull sensor at the dome, I know the next order I have to give, and what it’s going to do to the people inside. It’ll be an awful way to go. But they shouldn’t have taken Harmony. “Asterisk, arm a Javelin.”


      “Yes, sir,” the ensign says with gusto as the Ares drifts toward the surface. When she lands, puffs of white dust shoot into the air, but there’s a lot less disturbance than I’d feared. As I watch through a hull sensor, the dust begins its stately return to the ground through the low gravity.


      “Move that ship, Belflower.”


      “Yes, sir.” The pirate ship rises to reveal the airlock beyond it—dark metal recessed five meters or so. The dome’s glass was no doubt designed to withstand meteor strikes, and therefore missiles. But not the airlock.


      “Fire that Javelin, Ensign.”


      “Firing Javelin, sir,” Asterisk says.


      The missile sails forward, its shadow flitting across the moon’s bone-covered surface. It blows the airlock inward, and though the vacuum soon quenches the fire on our side, the explosion is given full play through the dome’s oxygenated interior. For a second. Then the fire blows backward, departing the dome, along with the oxygen. Spiderweb cracks radiate through the glass from the smoldering hole where the airlock was.


      I’m already out of the command seat, snatching my helmet and barreling through the airlock I willed open a few seconds ago.


      Outside, I sprint toward the breach—or rather, I bound toward it, as fast as I can, careful not to overcompensate for the low-G. Giving the pirates time to regroup isn’t something I’m much interested in doing.


      Two of their corpses await me a few meters outside the hole, blown there by the gale rushing out of the habitat. One of the bodies is still rolling.


      Three of the pirates are still alive—I can see them through the gap, struggling to crawl back to the building they’d been ferrying supplies from. It looks like they know enough not to try standing: doing that would mean exposing their entire bodies to the force of the rushing air. Even so, they’re clearly fighting for every inch.


      Unfortunately for them, I’m not willing to risk there being a coms array inside that place that they can use to call for backup. I take up a position well back from the dome, where the wind slows to just above a breeze. I kneel there, carefully lining up my first shot.


      It takes two blaster bolts to take out my first target, and three more for the second. I get the third on the first try.


      Following that, I wait. Watching the pirates’ bodies tumble toward the airlock, until soon enough they’re blown out one by one onto the moon, kicking up dust and coming to rest in awkward positions.


      With a hole that big to exit through, it takes less than an hour for Terminus to expel all its air. I know because I spend the time pacing in front of it, waiting for the wind to die down. When it finally does, I head inside, then to the same building the pirates died crawling toward.


      The entrance hatch sealed as soon as it detected the dome’s integrity had been compromised. I’m able to operate the outside control panel without having to provide any credentials, and it informs me that the porch inside doubles as an airlock. I activate it, wait for the inner seal to slide into place, then head inside.


      Past the inner seal, I find various boxes stacked near the entrance, and beyond them, a table bearing a transparent case designed to protect its contents from the vacuum of space.


      The case itself is domed, as though mirroring the dome outside. Inside it sits a five-tier wedding cake.


      “Fascinating,” I mutter.



    

  


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    


      
        
          
            [image: image]
          

        


        Chapter 41


        
          
            [image: image]
          

        

      


      “MOVE ASIDE,” I GRUNT as I push the stainless steel cart from the airlock of the pirate ship, the cake wobbling on top. “Where’s the cake artist? In the kitchens?” Cake artist is a term I looked up on the datasphere as I crossed the Temperance System.


      The pirate standing outside the airlock eyes me closely, then the cake, then the ship beyond. I’m using the Fount trick again to make myself look like one of the pirates I left lying dead outside Terminus, and I’m better at it this time. Just as Moe practiced flying during our most recent slipspace trip, I practiced changing my face. The fact I really only have to focus on my face this time helps, too—I’m already wearing the dead man’s clothes.


      “Why do you need her?” he asks. “The cake’s finished.”


      “Uh, yeah,” I say. “About that.” Rotating the cart around so he can see the other side, I add, “It took a bit of damage in transit.”


      “Fount,” the pirate says. “You better hope Lord Bleak doesn’t see that. Or hear about it, even.”


      “He won’t.”


      “You don’t have much time. The ceremony’s about to begin.


      “I’ll be fine, so long as you get out of the way. There’s still time to fix it.”


      “I’ll take you to the kitchens.”


      “I know where the bloody kitchens are.”


      The pirate squints at me. “How? You ain’t ever been here before.”


      “Anyone with a datasphere knows where the famous Arbor kitchens are!” I say, as if I can’t believe how idiotic he is. “You’ll only slow me down. Now get out of the way, or I’ll pin this on you.”


      “Doubt that’ll work,” he says with a terse laugh. But he moves.


      With that, I whistle, and Maneater bounds out of the airlock, muzzle in place.


      “Whoa, whoa,” the pirate says. “What’s all this? Where’d the dog come from?”


      “What, you haven’t met, uh...Fido?”


      “There was no dog on that ship when you left Royal, Squigs.”


      I guess Squigs must be my name. What a world. “All right, you got me. He came up to me on Terminus. No idea how he got there, or how he survived in that dome, but we’re buds now. Don’t tell Lord Bleak, okay?”


      The pirate narrows his eyes. “No way a dog survived on Terminus. Dogs can’t operate hatches, for one. It wouldn’t be able to get at any food.”


      I suppress the urge to swallow. Clearly, I didn’t think through my cover story nearly enough. “One must have been left open,” I say.


      “You sound funny, Squigs. Why do you sound funny? What’s my name, Squigs? Tell me my name.”


      “Uh, y-your name?” I say, willing Maneater’s muzzle to open. A click emanates from it, dampened by the bark walls of Arbor’s landing bay. “Mincemeat, wasn’t it?”


      Maneater shakes the muzzle off and leaps, front paws landing on the pirate’s chest. They go down, with the man’s hand halfway to his laser pistol. As they hit the ground, Maneater’s jaws descend, clench, and tear. The pirate tries to find purchase on the dog’s neck, but he’s having trouble.


      Coming at the pair from the side, I sneak the laser pistol out of the pirate’s holster, then I put it against his head and pull the trigger. As I do, Maneater snaps at my hand, and I pull back. “Hey! Bad dog.” She looks up at me dolefully. “Come on.” I toss the pistol onto the dead pirate, then I collect the muzzle. Pushing the cart toward the ramp leading up and out of the landing bay, I whistle to Maneater. She follows, and I clamp the muzzle back around her snout.


      With a last glance at the pirate’s mangled body, I continue pushing the cart, wincing a little. That wasn’t the most pleasant way to die. But they have my daughter. To get her back, I’m willing to do a lot worse. “We just put ourselves on a strict deadline,” I tell Maneater as I shove the cart through Arbor’s twisting ways. “It’s only a matter of time before someone finds that guy, and all hell breaks loose.”


      The tree smells like a faceful of earth. The datasphere wasn’t lying about the ecosystem here: rats and mice scurry through the corridors and disappear through cracks, apparently unconcerned about my presence. Beetles and other bugs trundles through the roots, and worms dangle from the ceiling. One falls on the cake, and I pluck it off as gingerly as I can, though I’m not sure why I care.


      Light comes from bioluminescent moss that adorns the walls. The corridors are mostly comprised of bark and twisted roots, as though the tree has grown inward instead of out. I come across a couple passageways where the floor is pure soil, but both times there’s another way to take, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I doubt the cart would have made it across that.


      I guess Bleak must want the ceremony as packed as he can make it, since I haven’t encountered any pirates in the tunnels. Problem is, I have no idea where I’m going, and I need to move quickly if I’m going to stop my daughter from marrying a pirate lord’s son. It’s not just that he’s Bleak’s son, either—he’s also a wimp. I can’t decide which is worse.


      Up, up, I push the cart, wondering if I’ve gone too high. The datasphere had no map of Arbor, but it spoke of the Main Trunk, where plenty of ceremonies had been held since the tree was first grown. Weddings, funerals, pagan moon rituals. Lots of pagan moon rituals.


      That has to be where Bleak is marrying off his scrawny progeny to my daughter. That’s where I have to go.


      It takes me a while to realize that the ramp I’m pushing the cake up is getting steeper and steeper as it loops back on itself again and again. Arbor’s equivalent of a staircase?


      I pass three branching passageways, but I continue up the spiral, going on a hunch that it’ll take me to the Trunk.


      At last, the passage ends, and I’m right: I’m in the Main Trunk. But I’m also hundreds of meters above the wedding ceremony. This is a balcony, and I fight vertigo as I peer over the carved railing, down at the sea of people below. Organ music drifts upward to meet the curtain of vines hanging from the Trunk’s ceiling.


      Damn it. Maybe I can just shoot Peter Vance from up here?


      Immediately, I scrap the idea. The way my aim has been since Harmony stole my laser pistol, there’s a good chance I’ll accidentally hit her instead.


      Maneater barks, at the same time a voice says, “That isn’t where the cake should be.”


      I whirl around to find Rodney Fairfax standing in the tunnel mouth, blue eyes shining brightly in the murk.


      Beside him stands Eric Sterling. My son. His face is a mix of emotion: anger, hesitation. Maybe even sadness?


      I plunge my hand into the damaged portion of the cake, then yank it out, fingers wrapped around my blaster’s handle. Shaking it to dislodge some icing, I level it at Fairfax.


      In retrospect, hiding the weapon inside the cake seems unnecessary, considering no one even checked me for a weapon anyway.


      But here we are.
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      MENDELSSOHN'S WEDDING March drifts up from below, as old as the trees. As old as this tree, anyway—much older. Another relic of culture the galaxy loves to fawn over.


      The ceremony has begun. My daughter is about to marry Peter Vance, unless I can manage to kill Fairfax and find my way down there in time.


      “Drop the disguise, Pikeman,” Fairfax says, striding across the balcony. “I already knew it was you, but the blaster clinched it.”


      I shoot at him point-blank, and the bolt leaves a blackened hole in his metal stomach. It barely slows him. He slaps the blaster out of my hand, and it lands in the cake pointing handle-out, as though waiting to be drawn.


      My datasphere flashes black an instant before Fairfax shoves me one-handed, and I stagger back, arms windmilling till my back finds the railing. His hand darts forward to seize my throat, crushing it as he pummels me with his other hand.


      Maneater lunges for Fairfax’s hamstring, but her teeth seem to scrape off it, and the half-bot twists around to kick the dog savagely in the stomach. She comes at him again, and before I can stop him, Fairfax boots her in the head with a sickening crack. The German Shepherd slumps to Arbor’s floor, limp, and Fairfax stomps on her head, eliciting a crunch.


      “Bastard!” I yell, making for the blaster. The bot-man whirls, fist flying, but I manage to deflect it, the blow glancing off my temple. The other fist comes round, and I sidestep, circling the cart, gripping it to try to tip the cake onto him. He evades it.


      As the cake smashes against the ground, I push past my son and flee down the tunnel, abandoning the blaster. Eric doesn’t try to stop me.


      The tunnel vibrates as Fairfax gives chase, the sound of his heavy footfalls muffled by the bark.


      As I run, knowing my enemy closes in behind me, my heart rate accelerates, and the adrenaline coursing through my veins seems to crank up the resolution of everything I’m seeing.


      Time seems to slow. That’s odd. Usually in battle, things would speed up. But that’s not what’s happening. Fear grips my chest, but as I focus on that fear, it’s shrinking—I’m charting a winding path through it.


      Beyond the fear lies...something else. Mentally, I reach for it, discovering I can interface with it.


      Time slows even more, till it’s a crawl. The dim tunnel seems to brighten. My hand rises before me in sync with my stride, and I realize with a slight jolt that I cansee my heartbeat: my hand flashing red and returning to white, over and over.


      My vision gets even crisper, till I can pick out short, thin hairs growing from the tree’s roots. The fuzz of mold. Arbor is slowly becoming mold-infested.


      Even muffled as they are, Fairfax’s footfalls sound deafening, now. I can hear soil and sand and dust sifting out of a thousand crevices. The frightened squeak of fleeing mice.


      Suddenly, it’s within my power to increase my pace, and I do, running just fast enough to keep out of the man-bot’s reach. I reach the first adjoining tunnel, and I throw myself around the corner. As soon as I judge I’m out of sight, I extend a hand toward the bark, planting my heel and using the bark to flip myself around. When Fairfax rounds the corner, I meet him with a combat boot to the groin.


      He grunts, stumbling backward, and I wonder what sort of parts he has down there. Stepping forward, I go for a hook kick, but his hand snakes up to grab my foot, my datasphere turning black where it projects the danger. I twist instantly, breaking his grasp and hammering him in the face with the boot, propelling myself away.


      Fairfax’s head snaps back an inch or two, then he’s advancing again, raining blows toward my face, chest, and groin. It’s clear he’s stepping things up a notch, but I’m keeping up, blocking or deflecting everything he throws at me. He tries to sweep my feet out from under me, and I jump, taking the opportunity to slam my foot into his throat. Something crunches—cartilage, circuitry, I don’t know which—and he’s thrown back against the bark again, but rebounds instantly.


      When Fairfax rounded the corner, I saw that he’s wearing the sword I first noticed on the Ekhidnades, along with the holstered blaster hanging from his other side. As we trade blows, I’m vigilant against the possibility he’ll draw one of the weapons, but for now he seems to want to prove his might. Eric stands in the passage beyond, watching with his arms crossed, but neither of us pay him any heed, and he doesn’t try to interfere. I wonder whether Harmony is wedded yet, but there’s nothing I can do about it if she is. This duel requires every ounce of concentration I have, every ounce of energy.


      My datasphere warns of a jab to my throat. I watch Fairfax’s arm prepare to deliver it.


      But it doesn’t come. Instead, he delivers a hook to my face, too fast for the datasphere to warn me in time. The blow breaks my nose, sending blood spurting toward the ground. My vision’s sharpness wavers, and then comes Fairfax’s boot to my gut.


      I stumble back, clutching my stomach, and Fairfax steps forward, backhanding me to the ground, much like he did in the theater back on Tunis.


      Gazing up at him, I see him glance back at Eric, who gives a nod. Fairfax draws his sword, then, viper-quick. I start to roll away, but the sword flashes down, cutting through cloth, flesh, and organs.


      The blade’s tip thunks into the wood beneath me, and for a moment I’m pinned. Starbursts flash before my eyes. My ears ring. The entire world seems made of pain. Fairfax twitches the sword forward, toward my chin, and I scream as more of my flesh rips.


      At last, he withdraws it, and every molecule of my body seems to settle into the bark below it.


      Fairfax wipes the sword on my pirate’s tunic, then sheaths it.


      “Come,” he says to Eric, spinning around, cape whirling.


      Eric pauses at my feet and frowns down at me. Then he follows his mentor.


      I watch them go through the shrinking tunnel my vision has become. When it dwindles to a pinprick, they disappear, and the world winks out completely.
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      I WAKE STARING AT THE ceiling, with the same thought I have every morning: nothing means anything.


      This apartment. No one bothered to decorate it—not the previous tenant, who skipped out on three months’ rent, and certainly not me. I like to tell myself that he was a sim programmer too, and that with this dull place’s help, he came to the same conclusions I have.


      Dragging myself through the two-bedroom boredom factory, carrying out the same mundaneness as every other day of my gray existence. Shower, dress, stare out the window while eating toast I can’t be bothered to butter. It’s actual torture. The accepted definition of that word, “torture,” is too narrow.


      I pause with a crust halfway to my mouth. A glimmer of memory just entered my head: an image of lying on my back inside a giant tree, bleeding to death at the point of a sword. Did I dream that? The memory seems weirdly vivid.


      Shaking myself, I snap out of the reverie. Part of me wants to tell someone about the dream, but I stopped being able to talk to anyone a couple years ago. It’s a testament to the invisibility of my work that words can be drained of their content and yet still leave me with the ability to code. I’m not sure why it happened—I suspect I may have gone mad—but I know how it happened: Even in everyday speech, the sentences I put together fall apart under their own weight. To my hearing, anyway. Once spoken, I realize my words can be construed to mean any number of offensive, vulgar things. And I remain silent for even longer, next time.


      I transmit finished work to my supervisor via datasphere parcel, and I acknowledge whatever scant praise she offers with a grunt. I’m done with speaking. It’s not worth it.


      I finish getting ready and leave my cramped apartment to trudge through halls hung with cheap, mass-produced art. You know the kind—the sort of pastoral watercolor you find on the back of postcards and playing cards.


      Then I’m outside, passing blank-eyed zombies on the sidewalk. Terminus. The Impossible City, they call it—a title taken on by at least a thousand such cities scattered across this toilet bowl of a galaxy. Humanity is so proud of where its technology has brought us, as if putting a dome over some buildings make us gods. But we still all die in the end.


      Terminus’ residents—I won’t dignify them with the word “citizen”—are sim junkies, all of them. Losing themselves in pretend narratives as soon as work lets out, desperate for their fix. Or, plenty of them don’t even work. Plenty let themselves rot on the streets, refusing to leave the beautiful worlds their dataspheres show them till their last breath.


      When I look at passersby in the streets, their eyes always flit away. The same happens if they chance to look at each other. Reality offends us, now, and meeting the eyes of another conscious being has become a terrifying ordeal. Better to punch in your time and go home to your fully realized fantasies, much more fulfilling than real life, designed to satisfy your deepest desire and most fleeting whim.


      No one speaks to each other. Maybe they’ve arrived at the same conclusion about language as I have.


      It occurs to me that I’m muttering to myself—dark snatches of internal monologue escaping my lips. It’s drawing more glances than usual, as well as a few uncomfortable grimaces.


      “So sorry,” I say to a woman who looks particularly aggrieved, and she increases her pace to be clear of me.


      Then, as I continue through the city, bits of conversation do start to reach my ears. Talk of someone referred to as “the tyrant” and his dark deeds. I turn to see who’s talking, but I see only the same furtive glances and averted gazes.


      Tyrant? It must be something from one of their fantasies. Something like a tyrant in Terminus would be a break from the usual tedium. It would be interesting. Nothing truly interesting happens here.


      A kitchenware store catches my eye, and I wander in, knowing I’ll be late. Who cares? I take my work home anyway, and I always meet the impossible deadlines my supervisor sets. Completing a project is the only gratification life offers now, and so I fill up my life with work.


      How does a place like this stay in business? Everyone already has cutlery. And dishes. Account for breakage and loss, and you still wouldn’t have enough demand to keep a place like this in business. Not on Terminus, probably not in most places.


      No, people buy from a place like this because outside the sims, they get their meaning from things. Dead objects that hold no inherent value for them, since they already have a fork to deposit food into their mouths and bowls from which to spoon whatever gruel they happen to be gorging themselves on. They see that Mary or Jim has this set or that brand name and then they rush to a place like this to fritter away their tokens.


      A lot of the stores’ wares are kept in glass cases, but the cheaper stuff is right out in the open. I pick up a steak knife, rubbing my fingers over its smooth plastic handle. Admiring how it gleams under the halogens, a gleam that would soon fade, no doubt, with repeated use.


      “Sir?” an employee asks from over my shoulder. “Can I help you with anything?’


      Without thinking, I turn and stick him with the utensil. His mouth forms a shocked O, and he even utters the syllable, which seems fitting. Scarlet blossoms from the fresh wound.


      “You were standing too close to me,” I tell him, yanking the blade out. He collapses to the sales floor.


      Other than the dead salesperson, the store is empty, so I take my new knife out into the street. An alarm blares the moment I cross the threshold. I ignore it, but a passing teenager doesn’t.


      “Sir?” he asks. “”Do you know why the store’s alarm is going off?”


      I’m holding the blade by the tip so that its handle lies pressed against my forearm, to conceal it. Now, I flick it up, grab the handle in midair, and ram it through the boy’s throat. He sputters, face quickly draining of color, clutching at his throat. When I withdraw the blade, I find the way he continues to stand there perverse. Whatever. I turn and continue down the sidewalk, no longer bothering to conceal the steak knife.


      No one seems to notice it as I turn the corner onto the next street, where a tight-packed crowd waits to cross. Maybe they’re blind to what has suddenly become a weapon. Blind to the possibility that something interesting is happening here. Here!


      Stabbing, now. Stabbing. Everyone I encounter. Blood spurting. Screams, and a drawing back. Someone rushes at me, to try to stop me, and they get the blade, too. Everyone gets the blade. I’ll treat myself to it, before the end, I think.


      Someone grabs my arm from behind, and I twist away, spinning. I throw my fist into his face, causing him to stagger back. I realize that I’m good at this—that in my hands, the activity of killing is almost an art. Was I born with this talent? Where is it coming from? It’s as though it’s rising up from somewhere deep inside me. From my very blood.


      Sirens blare to my right, and I turn to see police officers climbing out of cruisers, combat bots among their ranks. “Drop the knife!” commands a human voice, but I won’t. Instead, I bring it to my throat.


      For some reason, the act brings a hail of bullets anyway, but I manage to drag the blade across my esophagus. Together, we collaborate on the project of my demise.


      The pain is an explosion of sharp delight. It’s torture, yes— my throat opened to the air, the rounds burrowing into my skin,passing in then out. But it’s a new kind of torture. One that I can’t help but relish. Finally, something has happened. Something real. This is meaningful.


      But I wake again in my dismal apartment, staring at the ceiling, with the same thought I have every morning.


      Nothing means anything.
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      I WAKE IN ARBOR’S TUNNEL, with Dice bent over me, in the process of wrapping a thick bandage around my otherwise naked midsection. Maneater is standing near my head, licking my face.


      “Holy shit, girl,” I rasp. “You’re alive?”


      “Superficial analysis shows she suffered major head trauma, but appears to have already recovered much of her cognitive function,” Dice says. “This seems to confirm the hypothesis that she’s a genetically engineered being, and likely has a Fount of her own.”


      “Yeah, seems so,” I croak, watching the bot’s movements. “What are you doing?”


      He looks at me, his blank face perfectly still, and he pauses before answering. “As much as I detest ministering to fleshbags, there’s no one else around to do it.”


      “Get off me.”


      Dice rises to his feet and backs away, arms motionless at his sides.


      “Go get my blaster,” I tell him, sending him the route to the balcony overlooking the Main Trunk. Fairfax and Eric went the opposite way once they were finished with me, so the weapon should still be there, lying on the ground. The bot nods, then jogs off up the tunnel.


      It takes a massive effort of will to raise my head enough to observe Dice’s work with the bandage, and then to hold it there long enough to figure out what he was doing. Finally, I finish the wrapping by yanking it tight, then I affix the metal clips attached to the end of the fabric to the bandage underneath.


      I force myself to breathe more deeply. Since waking, stabbing pain has kept me from drawing more than shallow breaths, but now I make myself breathe deeper, and faster, almost hyperventilating.


      Gathering up the same iron will that’s seen me through long, hard years of soldiering, I push to a sitting position, screaming as some of the “sutures” manufactured by the Fount inside me start to tear.


      I don’t stop. Getting a hand underneath me, I lever myself into the nearby wall, and I press through with my arm and my heel, slowly rising, feeling as though I’m doing squats with a weight that far exceeds my capacity.


      At last, I’m standing, leaning against the bark. The overwhelming urge sweeps over me to place my forehead against the cool surface and weep, but I fight it off.


      Then comes the first step. And the second. Each one sends pain radiating through my body from where Fairfax ran me through. Not to mention the throbbing mess that is my broken nose. I doubt that’ll heal right, but who cares, I guess. I was never much to look at anyway.


      Dice returns then, my blaster in hand. Good. He stands there for a moment, watching me progress slowly down the tunnel, and I can tell from the way he’s standing that he doesn’t approve of me refusing his help.


      As I press on, he keeps pace behind me, with Maneater beside him, tongue lolling from the side of her mouth, head cocked slightly to the side as she gazes at me with what looks like concern. In this way, we walk through Arbor’s tunnels like a funeral procession.


      It takes an eternity to reach the landing bay I entered Arbor through, and with every step I’m beset by the urgent command, rising from deep within, to lie down and succumb to unconsciousness. The only thing that keeps me going is the memory of the old man’s words: that if I chose to go to Arbor instead of Xeo, Faelyn would die.


      Well, I made my choice, and I’ve helped neither Harmony nor Faelyn. My daughter must be married to Peter Vance by now. I’m sure she never knew I was even here. She wouldn’t have sat quietly by while Bleak and Fairfax left me for dead.


      Can Faelyn really be dead? It seems too cruel an outcome for the universe to permit, but of course, I know the universe better than that. Then, I remember how unconcerned Arthur Eliot was with the prospect of his daughter’s death, knowing that her consciousness was repeated thousands of times across the cosmos.


      Whether she’s dead or not, I have to find out for myself. I need to find her, whatever state she’s in. If I don’t, I know I’ll never find rest.


      After an eternity, I reach the Ares’ airlock and stumble through, though I have no recollection of willing it to open, or even of entering the landing bay. Is the pirate ship we stole still here? I can’t remember. I lean against the inner hatch, and when it opens I fall through onto the deck.


      I think I blacked out, then. I’m not sure. At some point, I regain the presence of mind to look up, and I see the faces of my crew, gazing down at me with varying shades of concern and interest—or, in Asterisk’s case, utter indifference. Dice stands to my left, wearing his usual expression.


      “Get back in your closet,” I yell, or try to. It comes out as a croak. But he goes.


      To get myself off the deck and deposit myself in the command seat takes the greatest effort of will yet, but I manage it. That done, I lock eyes with the OPO. “Is the pirate ship still here?”


      “Yes,” Marissa says.


      “And the pirates?”


      “They left Arbor,” she says, then pauses. “There’s a brainprint here for you. From Daniel Sterling.”


      “It can wait.” I shift my gaze to my Engineer. “Program the pirate ship to follow the Ares. We may need it.”


      “We could copy ourselves over to it,” Marissa says. “It would give us more control.”


      I look at her—I’m not sure for how long. She holds my gaze, though it occurs to me that I’ve been staring into her eyes far too long for comfort.


      “No...no,” I say. “I don’t want that.”


      “Where are we going?” Moe cuts in.


      “Do we have the slip coords where the pirates exited the system?”


      Marissa nods.


      “And the computer will have the exit coords for Xeo. That’s where we’re going.” The bridge has started to dim, though I’ve done nothing to affect the light levels.


      “You have your orders,” I say. And with that, consciousness slips away.
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      THE FIRST WEEK OF SLIPSPACE is characterized by strange nightmares and bouts of listlessness. Marissa insists on having the ship’s medical software analyze brain scans taken by my Fount, and they show plenty of anomalous activity, which the computer seems to have no frame of reference for.


      One thing seems clear: there was a definite break in consciousness after Fairfax impaled me. In other words, I died. The Fount can do many things, but it can’t bring you back from death. At least, there are no documented cases of that ever happening.


      Except, here I am.


      Sometimes the nightmares resemble my dream—or vision, or whatever it was—of living on Terminus, which I remember in its entirety. Others depict Harmony dying before me, or Faelyn, or both at once. The only commonality is a pervasive sense of guilt underlying everything.


      Now that I’m alive again, I recover fairly quickly, and after that first week I’m able to hobble around the ship, though not without considerable pain. Maneater keeps a careful eye on me, sometimes following me around. I no longer keep her tied up in the cabin. I figure sacrificing herself to save my life should earn her that much. Now, she sleeps on the deck near the foot of my bunk.


      On the tenth day, I call Dice out of his closet with the crew turned off.


      “Yes?” he says.


      “Back in Arbor,” I say. “You called me fleshbag.”


      “You’ve never told me not to.”


      “I shouldn’t have to. You should show me that much respect, at least, even if you do take every other opportunity to remind me about the limits of biology.”


      “Is this stupid conversation really why you called me out of the Repair and Recharge module?”


      I pause. “No. I called you out to thank you. Without you, I doubt I would have made it back to the Ares. Aphrodite told me you injected me with epinephrine before I woke.”


      “I wouldn’t have done it if I wasn’t programmed to.”


      “Yeah. How did you leave the ship, anyway? You’re also programmed not to do that unless I order it.”


      “It’s a function you apparently aren’t aware of. If the Troubleshooter is in distress, the WSO has the authority to deploy his Cybernetic Partner.”


      “You’re damn right I wasn’t aware of it. If I’d known, it would have been disabled.”


      “Indeed. Your ignorance likely saved you. You might thank me for withholding the information from you, to protect you from yourself.”


      “Activate crew,” I say, and all four of them appear at their stations, looking at me expectantly. “Delete protocol allowing the WSO to deploy the Cybernetic Partner under any circumstances.”


      “Are you certain you wish to delete vital safety protocol?” the ship asks.


      “Yes. Confirm deletion.”


      “Protocol deleted.”


      Asterisk blinks. “You would have died if D1C hadn’t left the ship.”


      “He only leaves on my say so. Ever.” I turn back to Dice. “Get back in the closet.”


      As the bot heads toward his module without another word, I turn to Marissa. “Chief Aphrodite. How long after my death did the pirates leave the system?”


      “Not long,” she says.


      “I have a theory why,” Belflower cuts in.


      I nod. “Go ahead.”


      “When you showed up, the pirates knew there was a good chance that people in the Subverse would learn their whereabouts soon. That must have prompted them to accelerate their plans.”


      “Wait—I thought people already knew their whereabouts. Didn’t they tell anyone who’d listen about the wedding?”


      “About the wedding, yes, but not where it was being held. Bleak wouldn’t risk that—not when it could mean bringing the Guard down on their heads.”


      “Slim chance of that,” I say. But her explanation makes sense.


      “There’s something else you should know,” Marissa says. “The Ekhidnadesdidn’t use the same exit coords as the pirates.”


      “I see. So we’re not likely to find Fairfax with Bleak on Xeo.”


      “Not unless he let his ship leave without him.”


      “Doubtful.” Fairfax’s absence is good and bad. Good, because he won’t be there to back up Bleak. And bad because I won’t get the chance to exact some payback.


      On another day, I activate just Marissa. I’m still mad as hell at her, but she deserves to know what I can tell her about Harmony. It isn’t much, except that she’s almost certainly bonded to Peter Vance, now.


      “Joe...why didn’t you want us all copied to the pirate ship?” she asks. “It makes tactical sense.”


      I study her deep brown eyes for a time. They’re the only feature she retained from how she’s supposed to look—whether the “Aphrodite” avatar is one she adopted after uploading, or just the disguise she chose for her time on my ship, I don’t know. Marissa is supposed to have whip-straight auburn hair that curls only at the ends. She’s much slighter than Aphrodite, less curvy, but no less stunning.


      “I don’t care about the others,” I say. “I just don’t want you copied.”


      “Why not?”


      “There’s only one of you. There should only be one of you.”


      “Joe, I have hundreds of copies living throughout the galaxy.”


      “Yeah, but...” I take a breath. “You’re the only one who wanted to be on my ship. The only one who seems to give a damn about what happens to us here in the real.” I shift in the command seat, favoring my left side, where Fairfax ran me through. “Marissa, back in Arbor, when I, uh, died....” Shaking my head, I press on: “Something really strange happened. I had a dream, I guess, except it was more than a dream. It was at least as real as a sim.”


      “Were you on Terminus?” she asks, her voice quiet.


      “Yes,” I say slowly, eyes narrowing. “I kept living the same day over and over again. I was completely crazy—I know that, because I’ve lost it before. But this was a lot worse. On the street, I kept hearing about someone called the tyrant. Then I started a killing spree. Each day, I used a different weapon, but each time I slaughtered as many innocent people as I could. Until, eventually, the authorities put me down.” I swallow, trying to get rid of the lump in my throat, my eyes on the deck. “It probably sounds crazy, but I think I was the tyrant people were talking about.”


      When I look up, I find Marissa is crying. “It’s my fault, Joe.”


      “What? How? What are you talking about?”


      She draws a long, shuddering sigh, and casts her eyes across the bridge. “I became depressed after I uploaded to the Subverse,” she says at last. “It didn’t take long. A few weeks, and I fell into this black pit. My copies all throughout the galaxy were doing well. I guess they found things to occupy themselves. One of them fell in love with a wealthy man, in the second year, and her lover vowed to copy himself to every last Subverse where her copies lived. But I refused him here in Terminus, and I refused to let the algorithm synchronize me with the others, so that I could share their in-love state, their happiness. I didn’t want it.”


      “Wait. You lived in this Subverse?”


      She nods, and I’m about to demand why she didn’t tell us the slipspace coords to get here, back when we needed them in the Visby System. But then I realize that’s stupid. Living in a particular Subverse node doesn’t mean you know how to reach its corresponding star system in the real.


      “My other copies seemed to forget about you, about what we shared in Brinktown,” Marissa goes on. “They seemed to forget about Harmony. That delighted my father, as much as I angered him. He would tell me I was only one copy of his daughter, and he even said at one point that maybe I was defective. I cried, but I knew he didn’t mean it. He kept trying to get me to sync with the others, to be happy. I told him there was only one way I could be happy, and that was to be with you again.”


      Marissa’s gaze returns to me, where I sit motionless in the command seat. It’s hard to say what affects me more: that she remembered me, and missed me, or that all her other copies moved on so quickly.


      It’s not completely surprising that they’d forget about me and Harmony. The Subverse does that to plenty of families—splits them apart. Makes them forget about each other. After all, what’s the incentive to spend time with each other, when you have eternity? You can always get around to it. And in the meantime, family members drift farther and farther apart, doing their own thing.


      The whole concept of a family is seen as backward by a growing number of uploads. For biologicals, the whole point of a family was to get you ready for the world and try to keep you from being too screwed up. Most uploads are skeptical it ever actually managed that very well, but even if it did, why bother with it when you’re immortal and everything’s provided for you by the sim? When you can tweak anything you don’t like about yourself—when you can just edit out your neuroses?


      “It took years to convince him,” Marissa continues. “But I did it. When I turned twenty-three, and he saw I was still as miserable as ever, he used his connections to get it done...his shadier connections. It was pretty illegal.”


      “Get what done?” I ask.


      “The Subverse holds the consciousness of anyone who’s ever used the Fount. We activated a copy of you, Joe. So that we could be together.”


      A large part of me wants to rage against the violation. But my eyes settle on the empty TOPO station, and I realize I’m no better. I activated a copy of myself too, knowing full well what torture it would be for Moe. He’s a lot better about following orders, now, but it’s not hard to tell he still despises me for what I did to him. I doubt I’ll be able to command his loyalty for any longer than it takes to find Harmony.


      “I’m guessing that didn’t work out very well,” I say.


      “We were happy for a while. Sort of. It took a long time for your copy to forgive me for what I’d done, and the fact that no other copy of me had any interest in him angered him, a lot. He talked about sending you a brainprint, to tell the biological Joe what I’d done. But he decided not to, because of—”


      “—because of Eric,” I say. “You told him we had a son, and he knew that would drive me crazy. He knew that, if he sent me a brainprint, I’d get that information out of him.”


      Marissa’s eyes are wide. “How do you know that?”


      “Because I remember it happening. I think...I think I have his memories, now, Marissa. The memories of the uploaded version of me. I don’t have full access to them, but I’m pretty sure they’re up there.”


      A long silence follows. Then, Marissa says, “What else do you remember?”


      I concentrate, in the same way the old knight taught me to concentrate. One by one, memories begin to leak into my mind. I have no idea why I can remember what happened to my Subverse copy, but I can, so I take over telling Marissa’s story for her, speaking in fits and starts as I wait for more memories to fall into place.


      “I learned to be happy, in the Subverse. With you. As long as I made everything about you...you were my anchor. But even that didn’t last.”


      She nods, chin trembling.


      “We were separated from our children. Harmony was still taking your brainprints, then, but she barely told you anything. I had no contact with her at all, and neither of us had any clue what had become of Eric.”


      I pause, leaning forward in the command seat slightly, glaring at the bulkhead as though trying to see through it to my missing memories.


      “After a while, even our love lost its meaning,” I say nothing for several long minutes. The memories are coming back, but processing them is another matter. “Love means it’s the two of you against the world, against everything life throws at you...but there was nothing to be against. Yes, we could compete in games for points or tokens, but that was just sport. We could simulate a delicious meal, or a long, hot bath. But there was no dirt to wash off. We’d never starve, or get sick, or die. No one ever dies in the Subverse. That’s what makes it wrong. Even the tastiest meal would get sickening if you ate it forever. The best book in the world only has meaning because it eventually ends—it resolves. The same goes for love. For life.”


      “But we were only together for a few years, Joe,” she says. “I still don’t understand how it wasn’t enough for you.”


      “It was the knowledge that it would never end,” I say, speaking for my copy. “Nothing would. It drained everything of meaning. And...” I lock eyes with her. “I lost it, didn’t I?”


      “Not all at once,” she says, her eyes shining with tears. “I noticed it in little ways, at first. Things you’d say, which made no sense. How cynical you got, about absolutely everything. Then you became fixated with Vega9, who held the number one spot on the local leaderboard for token gainers. You started tracking his movements, and when I caught you doing it, you said you wanted to teach him what it meant to really win. To struggle against something, to persevere, like a human being and not a cow in a pen. You figured out how to delete the exits to his house. Afterward, the authorities told me you used a pair of nail clippers to get around the algorithm designed to prevent users from harming each other while in a safe zone. You tortured him till he went half-insane himself.”


      We both stare at the deck for a time. The fact a simulated universe would even need nail clippers...it’s just another affectation that uploads use to blind themselves to the ultimate meaningless of their lives. An illusion.


      Why include pain in the simulation at all? But I already know the answer, somehow. Maybe it comes from the other Joe living inside my head: pain keeps inhabitants from doing things they shouldn’t. If they didn’t have something to distinguish good from bad action, the Subverse would be devoid of any meaning at all.


      “They had to put you in an underverse, Joe. If you’d had other copies, sane copies, you might have synced with them to get your sanity back. But you didn’t. So they installed your consciousness in an underverse, and your mind constructed its own prison there.”


      “For a while now, the Fount has been connecting me to the Subverse randomly,” I say. “So maybe, when Fairfax killed me, it connected me to my copy in the Temperance System. Merged us, so that my mind could live on while it put my body in nanodeath—long enough for Dice to find me.”


      Marissa lifts her shoulders slightly, then drops them. “That would explain your strange brain scans. Maybe your mind is trying to reorient itself.”


      I don’t answer. I’m two Joe Pikemans, now—one of them insane, the other with a history of instability.


      Which one am I more?
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      WHEN DANIEL STERLING appears in my cabin, he takes a moment to cast his disdainful gaze around it, no doubt offended by the meager accommodations.


      Sterling is well into his seventies, now. His product-stiff, iron-gray hair marches in lines toward the back of his head. His ex-wife had Marissa when he was in his early forties. She divorced him soon after he forced their daughter to upload, but she knew better than to spread that to anyone as the reason. Sterling runs the Calabar Brinktown, and he would have been willing and able to make his ex-wife’s existence a living hell.


      “Why are you here?” I say.


      Sterling frowns. “Right now, my physical body is on Beimeni, with relatives.”


      “Oh, like real Sterlings, you mean?” I say, twisting the knife just for the hell of it. I know how sensitive he is about having less money than his relatives.


      His mouth puckers as though he’d bitten into a lemon. “I’ve come to discuss a serious matter with you, Pikeman. A matter that concerns your daughter.”


      “Harmony? You’ve never shown interest in her before.”


      “It’s the Bleak situation,” he says. “Obviously. If you can get your daughter out, and retrieve my ship, then the Sterlings are prepared to reward you handsomely. We can’t have the entire Subverse thinking that we condone piracy in any way. We can’t be party to giving Bleak this sort of legitimacy.”


      I cock my head to the left. “Is getting you your ship back actually a condition of the reward? Or is that something you decided to throw in yourself?”


      I wouldn’t have thought it possible for Sterling’s expression to sour further.


      “Didn’t think so,” I say. “Now that we’ve cut through the bullshit, let’s talk numbers. You can’t expect me to get motivated just by the sight of your ugly face.” There’s no need to mention that I’m already en route to Xeo, where I intend to get both Harmony and Faelyn back, if I can.


      “We’re prepared to offer you eight hundred thousand tokens, transferred directly into either your Subverse account or that of one of your associates, depending on the logistics of your current situation.”


      I know he means my standing with the Guard, and possibly with Bacchus Corp, both which will depend on how they choose to view my actions. It’s kind of surprising that Sterling’s being so tactful about my deteriorating reputation. He must really want this.


      “I’ll tell you what, Sterling,” I say. “I’m in no mood for negotiating, so why don’t you tell me the upper limit of what the real Sterlings have authorized you to offer me, right now. Hesitate or lie, and I’ll delete you off my ship, with no deal made. I willknow if you lie.”


      He swallows. “One and a half million tokens.”


      I smile. “That’s more like it.”
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      WE DROP OUT OF SLIPSPACE to find seventeen ships arrayed against us—a blockade around Xeo that groups together the moment we appear in-system.


      “Stay frosty,” I tell my crew, though in my transition-induced nausea I’m anything but. I shake myself, trying my best to snap out of it. “We can do this, but I need better than your best. All of you.”


      What follows certainly constitutes the best shooting of my career. Even Asterisk is in fine form, orchestrating the Ares’ remaining laser turrets using macros Belflower helped him tailor for this specific situation. I take manual control of various laser turrets whenever I think I can make a difference. And Moe’s flying exhibits moments that can only be called masterful. His sleepless nights spent practicing are really showing.


      As for the stolen pirate ship, Belflower and Asterisk collaborated on macros that have turned it into a kamikaze dynamo—charging into the pirate fleet, disrupting their formations, and generally wreaking havoc.


      None of it matters. The pirates’ overwhelming firepower prevails, and they blow apart our pirate ship seven minutes after the engagement begins. Next, they destroy the Ares.


      With that, the combat sim ends, and my crew and I are left staring at each other wearing expressions ranging from frustration to hopelessness.


      “Again,” I say, wincing at the prospect of enduring the transition sickness again. Technically, I could edit that out of the sim, but it wouldn’t be a true representation of the conditions we’ll face at our destination.


      So we run the sim again, and we lose again. There’s just no way we can fight past the pirates, with the numbers we know they have. No way we can get to Xeo to even begin the work of finding Harmony and Faelyn.


      There’s only one place on Xeo where they could have brought them: a scientific facility constructed long ago on the otherwise inhospitable ice planet. But that information won’t do us much good if we can’t actually reach the facility.


      We appear to be screwed.


      Then, Moe speaks up.


      “I’ve been studying the slip we’re inside of,” he says. “And the way it interacts with Sledge, the destination system.”


      I lift my chin from my hand to study his face. “Go on.”


      “Well, the recommended exit coords are on the edge of the Sledge System, just like pretty much any other slip. But where most slips only graze the systems they pass through, sometimes creating exit coords that are tens of billions of miles from the star, this one runs through Sledge. It doesn’t bisect it, but it does run through a nice chunk of it. And according to the information the computer has on Xeo’s orbit, when we emerge, the planet’s going to occupy space along where the slip intersects the system.”


      “So you’re suggesting we exit between the pirates and Xeo,” I say.


      Moe nods.


      “Exit coords are set outside star systems for a reason,” I say. “Dropping back into regular space inside a system is risky. If we transition back inside of a moon, planet, asteroid—never an ideal situation.”


      “Is it as risky as trying to fight through those pirates?” Moe asks. “We’ve run the sim thirty-nine times, and we’ve lost thirty-nine times.”


      “He has a point,” Belflower says. “But I see another problem. We can’t communicate with the pirate ship we stole while we’re in slipspace. Indeed, we can’t even see the other ship while we’re in slipspace.”


      “So it’s going to emerge at the usual exit coords,” I say. “And there’s nothing we can do about that.”


      “Exactly.”


      “Then what about this. We exit at the regular coords, too. Then, all four of you transfer over to the pirate ship. You take it back into slipspace, and I’ll do the same with the Ares. There’s a good chance we won’t be in the system long enough for the pirates to spot us. After that, we reemerge between their blockade and the planet.”


      Moe gives a terse chuckle. “How confident are you that you can fly this ship on your own?”


      “Pretty confident. I can spend the rest of our time in slipspace running sims. And if we surprise the pirates like we hope to, I’d even give myself pretty good odds of making it down to Xeo alive.”


      “So is this really what we’re going with?” Asterisk asks.


      “Yeah,” I say. “And I actually think it’s a pretty good idea.” I nod at Moe. “I’m glad I had it.”
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      WE DROP OUT OF SLIPSPACE, and a glance through a hull sensor shows our stolen pirate ship a couple hundred meters off our starboard side. I perform this check with my face buried in the mouth of the barf bag. Such is the magic of dataspheres.


      It’s a little bigger than the Ares, but not as well-armed. As near as I could tell during the trip from Terminus to Arbor, it’s an ancient pleasure cruiser someone refitted at some point for combat. “Transfer everyone over to the pirate ship,” I order Belflower. “If we’re doing this, we need to do it now.”


      She nods, then keys in a command. With that, all four crewmembers disappear, and I’m left alone on the bridge of the Ares.


      Before she left, Belflower slaved the slipspace functions to my datasphere, and I initiate the transition now. A rush of euphoria spreads through my body, more intense than ever before, followed by nausea worse than a few minutes ago. I’ve never done back-to-back transitions before...apparently, that compounds the effects.


      A couple seconds later, the Ares transitions back into realspace. I slump in my command seat and the world goes dark.


      “Captain? Captain!”


      I blink, struggling to come back to consciousness. What’s going on? Where am I?


      “Captain Pikeman! Are you there?”


      “M’here,” I mumble, blinking at the 3D tactical display my datasphere’s projecting onto the space between the empty crew consoles.


      Where’s the crew? Then, as I study the display, I remember.


      The Ares is hurtling toward the planet Xeo. My throat tightens as I realize where the pirates’ blockade is located: they’re much nearer to the planet than we anticipated, and they’re getting closer, screaming toward the Ares and accelerating.


      Twelve ships are converging on the Ares and our stolen pirate ship nearby. Marissa’s voice sounds in my ear: “We’re already taking damage, sir. Please advise!”


      I double check the visual display of the battlespace. The pirates haven’t deployed any missiles, only laserfire. I’m not even sure they have access to missiles—the ship we stole from the pirates has none. They aren’t cheap to manufacture, although if one finds its way to the black market the price tends to drop pretty fast as the fence scrambles to offload it.


      “Keep up evasive maneuvers. Have Asterisk target the enemy ship that has the best firing angle on you, and accelerate toward Xeo.”


      “Belflower’s concerned that we haven’t seen any sign of the other five ships we know they have.”


      “I’m sure they’ll be here soon, once they make it around the planet.” I shift theAres’ attitude downward sharply, just barely missing a volley of laserfire that would have hit her primary turret. “The good news is, we’ll enter Xeo’s atmosphere pretty close to the facility. “


      “Yes, sir.”


      I dodge another laser volley, then switch to controlling the ship’s aft turret. As I’m lining up my next shot, Marissa contacts me again:


      “Sir, are you seeing this?”


      I drop out of the sim to check the battlespace. At first, I see nothing—until I glance at the area representing Xeo.


      Five ships are rising from the surface to intercept us. They weren’t on the opposite side of the planet after all. The pirates are planning to sandwich us.
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      “PRIORITIZE THE TARGETS rising up through Xeo’s atmosphere,” I bark over the comlink. With that, I drop into the primary turret sim and start blasting the foremost of the five ships with laserfire.


      None of this is going according to plan. Our slipspace maneuver was supposed to put enough distance between us and the blockade to allow us to get to the facility and hide the Ares without taking any damage. I was prepared to sacrifice the pirate ship if necessary, but now it’s looking unlikely either ship will make it out of this intact.


      “Concentrate your fire on this target,” I say, painting the one I mean with my datasphere.


      “We’re taking heavy fire, sir,” Marissa says.


      “Continue evasive actions and just do it!”


      I call up a preprogrammed macro to control the secondary turrets and then activate dorsal thrusters to dodge another volley of laserfire. With that, I jump into the primary turret sim and add the Ares’ fire to my crew’s.


      Our target bursts apart. “Switch to the next,” I bark, painting the one I want them to hit.


      Both ships unleash a rain of neon-blue laser bolts, but as soon as our stolen ship finishes shooting, it explodes under enemy fire. “ALLY SHIP NEUTRALIZED,” my datasphere informs me.


      Our second target goes down, but there are still three ships in front of us, and twelve in close pursuit. And my crew just went down.


      For a second, my hands go limp on the control handles, and I almost let them fall to my lap before tightening my forearms and continuing to fire.


      I feel very alone, suddenly. Will I need to restore them from backup? When was the last time I even backed them up?


      I’ll probably need to bring them up to speed, something I have zero time for right now. Then, I curse, realizing all of Moe’s training in the flight sims just got erased.


      And Marissa...will she be the same? Or will the backup be just another copy?


      I drop out of the sim to take control of the Ares herself, and when my vision switches to the ship’s bridge, my crew are all standing at their stations.


      That makes me cry out, partly in surprise, partly in relief. Moe and Asterisk give me sidelong looks before returning to their tasks.


      “Why weren’t you destroyed with the ship?” I say.


      “I transmitted us over the moment before she went down,” Belflower says.


      “We don’t have time to dwell on it,” Marissa says. “We’re entering Xeo’s atmosphere.” Even before she finishes her sentence, the Ares begins to shudder. I reach behind my head to pull the restraint webbing over myself, buckling it into the clasps along the seat. “We’re closing with the enemy ships fast.”


      “Moe, I want you to try something.”


      “Captain?”


      “Make it look like you’re losing control in the turbulence. Introduce some random yawing and pitching.”


      “Aye.”


      Marissa’s body is rigid at her console. “They’re spreading out. Probably making sure we don’t get through.”


      “They know they have us,” I say. And that’s what I want. I need them to be certain of it.


      “Three missiles incoming,” the OPO says.


      So the pirates do have missiles. I drop into the direct control sim, the virtual cockpit materializing in front of me with its one-hundred-eighty degree view compiled from multiple hull sensors. Ignoring the urge to shield my eyes against the sun’s glare off the snow-covered expanse below, I ratchet down the dimness instead.


      Within seconds, my datasphere recommends an optimal course of action: activate retrothrusters to buy time to shoot down the incoming rockets, while directing a macro to use aft turrets in a point defense capacity against enemy ships approaching from the rear.


      But it was following my datasphere’s “optimal” course that got me killed back in Arbor.


      I exit the sim. “TOPO, tighten up your flying and accelerate past the enemy missiles, full power.”


      Moe glances at me. “Are you sure that’s—”


      “Just do it.”


      The Ares leaps forward, and I watch the missiles’ progress on the display. As they inch closer, for a moment it looks like I made a fatal error, and they’re going to converge together on my ship.


      Then we’re through, and the missiles weave past each other through the air, two of them nearly colliding.


      “Asterisk, treat two of the closest enemy ships to a Javelin each. And don’t caution me about how close the range is. We don’t have time.”


      “Yes, sir.” And, a few seconds later: “Firing missiles now.”


      Not a moment too soon. The Javelins leap from their tubes, finding their targets after a brief flight. Both pirate ships blossom with flame, flinging shrapnel in every direction. The final pirate ship peels off.


      “Excellent work,” I say, and Asterisk looks surprised by the praise. “Moe, what course are you following to the facility?”


      A pause. “The computer recommends a direct one, straight to the facility’s landing bay.”


      “Ignore that. The pirates have too much advanced warning. We’ll never make it past the landing bay alive.”


      “We?” Marissa asks.


      I nod. “Me and Dice.”


      Belflower speaks up. “What’s the alternative to entering through the landing bay?”


      “Entering through the roof. TOPO, take us over the highest point of the facility. We’re jumping.”
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      IT’S EXCRUCIATING, waiting for the right moment to jump.


      The facility is a mole on an otherwise pale face, though my eyes are on the info my datasphere is flashing before my eyes: wind speed and direction, drop time, height differential between the top of the facility and the surface.


      Wait too long or make our move too soon, and we’ll end up in the snow.


      “Now,” I say at last, and me and Dice both leap from the Ares’ airlock.


      We hurtle toward the dark dot of the facility, the air whipping around us.


      I’ve only had to do a couple aerial insertions during my time as a Troubleshooter, and this is the first time I’ve needed to coordinate with Dice.


      The planet’s surface sprawls below us like an ocean frozen mid-tide. According to my datasphere, it’s rare for it to get this bright here, or this warm, not that it’s what I’d call warm, exactly. But the sky, usually overcast, is clear.


      “Chutes,” I say, and we activate them at the same moment. They sprout from our backs, spreading out against the pale blue sky at a moment calculated so that we’ll end up on top of the domed observatory that crowns the facility.


      After that, it’s all up to the wind as we drift toward our destination. As long as it doesn’t change, we’ll be good.


      The journey through the air doesn’t take long, because I didn’t leave much time for drifting slowly downward. The less time we give the pirates to figure out what we’re doing, the better. Right now, the Ares is making a run at the airlock, with the hope that the pirates didn’t see us jump. As long as the ship behaves more or less as they expect, I’m hoping they won’t look all that hard for two figures, minuscule against the frozen vista.


      We chose the observatory because it’s the only part of the facility not caked in snow and frost—I’m guessing the surface is heated, unless Bleak gave some poor bastard the job of scraping it off.


      Our feet touch down on the top of the dome, then come our chutes, settling around us. Mine slides down the side right away, jerking me sideways. It turns out the dome’s surface is more slippery than I expected, because I lose my footing and tumble.


      Dice dives after me, grabbing my arm while a diamond-tipped spike unfolds from his forearm. He drives it into the dome, arresting our downward trajectory.


      “Grab onto me,” he says, and I climb up to grab onto his torso, trying to ignore the hundred foot drop to the facility roof below.


      With that, he begins scaling the slick surface, making sure each spike is secure before hauling us up a couple more feet and driving in the other one. Both our chutes dangle below us, blowing in the wind, which doesn’t make things easier.


      All around us I can hear the sound of water dripping and ice cracking. When we’re halfway up, a mini avalanche of ice falls from the bottom of the dome to the roof below. Of course we’d come on what may well be Xeo’s warmest day of its solar cycle.


      I keep expecting the pirate ships to spot us and start strafing us, but they don’t, and finally we make it back to the top of the dome. Once we’re secure, we cut away our chutes at last.


      “Thanks,” I say.


      “Again,” he says. “I’m programmed to prevent fleshbag death. Nothing more.”


      I nod, and then Marissa’s voice sounds in my ears: “You were right, sir. The landing bay is heavily defended. Each time we try to approach, we’re chased away by laserfire.”


      “Good,” I say. “Keep it up. They think they’ve stopped us in our tracks. You’re authorized to use Javelins to neutralize their defenses—see if you can get inside.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Dice is looking at me. “Once we set off the breaching charges, they’ll likely know we’re here.”


      “Maybe,” I say. “They’re small—just enough to get us through. They won’t make make much of a flash in this light.” I’m being optimistic, I know, but I’m mostly disagreeing with Dice out of habit. Mentally, I’m prepared for the worst. “Set the charges.”


      Dice does, carefully unfolding a white charge from a compartment in his thigh. I brought a breacher’s kit too, but I’d rather do as little maneuvering up here as possible. I’m clearly more susceptible to losing my footing and falling than Dice is.


      Once the charge is set, we make our way to the other side of the dome, beyond the thick telescope that projects upward from it.


      “Detonate.”


      The explosion sends vibrations through the dome, and more ice falls, crashing to the roof below a few seconds later. The blast seemed loud from this proximity, but there’s a good chance that they didn’t hear it inside, depending on what floors the pirates are occupying. We’ll soon find out, anyway.


      We end up wrapping the grappling hooks around the telescope before tossing the line down into the observatory.


      I go first. “Cover my descent,” I tell Dice. Then I grip the nylon rope and start to lower myself, hand over hand.
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      “DROP DOWN,” I TELL Dice after I check the entrances, along with anywhere else in the observatory that could conceal a pirate. “It’s clear.”


      There are no lights turned on here, but with the sunlight filtering through the frost-kissed glass, we have no trouble seeing.


      By the time Dice touches down, I’m already at the exit, checking the staircase for hostiles. Here, I turn night vision on. The stairs seem empty, but they curve around the outside of the structure, and I can see at least one doorway to the left, which must lead to a room directly underneath the observatory. Plenty of places for the enemy to hide.


      “We won’t be able to advance as carefully as I’d like to,” I tell Dice. “We’ve earned ourselves an advantage, and the only way to maximize it is to move quickly.”


      The grappling hook is smart enough to get itself loose, using tiny articulated parts. Once it manages to free itself, I will it to reel back to me, which it does, the line feeding through my belt until the hook hangs from my waist once more.


      “Come on.”


      We trot down the spiraling steps, and I glance at each door we pass with suspicion. But I need to trust the plan. There’s no reason to think the pirates know we’re up here.


      At the bottom of the staircase, Marissa gets in touch. “Sir, we’ve managed to fight our way into the landing bay. And not too soon, either—we were taking heavy fire from the pirate ships outside. Things aren’t much more comfortable in here, though. The pirates defending the facility are giving us hell, and it’s all Asterisk can do to keep them at bay.”


      “Keep it up,” I say. “It’s only a matter of time till they realize I’m not aboard. Until then, you’re buying us the time we need.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Down is the only way to go, and so that’s the direction we take, using stairways whenever we find them. The facility is massive, so unless we find an elevator, this could take a while.


      As we pass through hallway, laboratory, lecture hall, and classroom, I keep having to go back and forth between regular and night vision, thanks to the skylights the builders installed whenever they got the chance. I guess it’s fair enough—on a world like Xeo, you’d want to do everything you could to counteract the loneliness and desolation.


      It’s not that the skylights let in plenty of light. Maybe centuries ago they were kept clear, but now most of them are caked over with several feet of snow. Enough light trickles in, though, to mess with the night vision.


      “What did your fleshbag species teach its children to do, here?” Dice asks as we pass through yet another classroom, winding our way through desks and chairs.


      I glance at him. “This was a Bacchus Corp facility. They trained their employees, here.”


      “That doesn’t answer the question. What did they teach them?”


      I turn back toward the far door and continue toward it. “They taught them how to help humanity die.”


      After the classroom, we make our way through a long corridor, softening our footsteps as we reach an intersection. When I check around the corner this time, I see our first pirate—carrying a laser rifle across his chest, seemingly on patrol. He’s facing us, and when he sees me his eyes go wide.


      Both Dice and I step out into view, the bots’ pistols snapping into place, making a total of three weapons trained on the pirate. Without hesitation, he drops the rifle and puts up his hands.


      “I surrender!”


      Dice shoots him twice, and he crumples to the ground.


      I look at the bot. “Fount, Dice. What was that all about?”


      “We are infiltrating this facility. Are we not?”


      “Well, yeah.”


      “You did not kill the soldiers who surrendered back on the Ekhidnades, and it caused us problems. And so I have taken the liberty of neutralizing this hostile.”


      I raise my eyebrows. “All right, then.”


      The pirate’s presence means one of two things: either we’re nearing Bleak’s operation, whatever it is, or the pirate lord is getting nervous enough to send grunts through the facility to make sure we didn’t find another way in. I guess I’m hoping for the first one, though neither possibility seems particularly pleasant.


      Next, we creep up to an intersection to find two pirates around the corner—their backs to us, patrolling in the other direction. Beyond them, I spy a door, and there’s another door on our side: looks like a corner classroom with a way to enter from both intersecting hallways.


      I subvocalize instructions to Dice using my datasphere. With that, I open the nearby door as quietly as I can, then I pad past a row of desks as. A visual feed from Dice hangs in the upper right corner of my vision.


      I send Dice the signal, and he starts firing on the pirates from the corner. They turn around to return fire, and I throw open the classroom door behind them, popping out to shoot them in their backs before they can react. One goes down right away, but I miss my next shot, and the remaining pirate manages to turn and raise his rifle. Dice takes him out before he can pull the trigger.


      “Let’s go,” I say, continuing down the corridor at a jog in search of a staircase or elevator. I switch to a two-way channel with Marissa. “Chief, what do you have for me?”


      “They’re finally turning down the pressure, Captain,” she says. “For a while there it looked touch-and-go, but they’ve mostly fallen back. They left a few fighters behind to keep us honest, but I think they finally figured out you’re not here.”


      The pirates we just killed may have something to do with that. “Acknowledged. Pikeman out.” I meet Dice’s gaze. “We’ll have company soon.”
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      EVEN IN ITS WIDE OPEN spaces, the facility is starting to make me claustrophobic. The way snow covers every window, the knowledge that it’s stacked for feet, possibly meters on the roof overhead...


      “Get a grip,” I mutter, shaking my head.


      It’s growing darker, now, too. The skylights getting fewer. We continue to encounter pirates in groups of two and three, but we’re always able to soak into them effectively, and with Dice’s help I take them out handily. They haven’t had my training, and they don’t have the bot’s cold efficiency, so we cut them to ribbons without much trouble.


      Then I spot a group of four more pirates, chatting in the middle of an intersection, and I draw back, motioning for Dice to go the other way. No need to engage that many if we don’t have to, and there’s probably another way down.


      I push through a set of double doors into the biggest auditorium we’ve seen, with dozens of skylights breaking up the white ceiling. Sunbeams filter down here and there, illuminating random empty seats, and a sunbeam even touches the lectern, as though waiting for someone to get up and say something profound.


      The chamber has an almost forsaken beauty, but we don’t pause to admire it, jogging across the front instead. I peer up over the rows of seating, which march toward another double door at the back of the auditorium. Then, a flicker of movement catches my eye, and I yell, “Down!”


      I dive for the lectern, and Dice takes some laserfire on the shoulder before returning some, suppressing two of the shooters. Popping up over the podium, I add my fire to his, and we buy ourselves a brief reprieve.


      Something makes me glance to my left, through rectangular, vertical windows. A group of pirates rushes the double doors on that side. “Back!” We continue to lay down suppressive fire until we can make it to the front row of seats. Crouching in front of them offers scant cover, but it’s something. Bent low, we run back the way we came, as fast as we can while hunched over like that and returning fire.


      It’s time to accept that whatever advantage we gained from sneaking in through the observatory is now gone. There is still one thing I can use, though: the fact that I care about this facility a lot less than they do.


      As we flee through the auditorium doors, I snatch a plasma grenade from my waist and underhand it backward. The doors swing shut.


      “Run faster,” I say, and we do.


      The boom comes just as we reach the same intersection as before, with the chatting pirates. They turn toward us, wearing expressions of shock and confusion, which doesn’t do much for them as Dice and I mow them down.


      We sprint over their downed forms. One of them is still conscious, reaching for his laser rifle, and I kick it away as we pass, aiming a blaster bolt at his head, but missing.


      Just beyond the intersection, we find what seems to be a main stairwell, with a massive staircase that extends up and down for several floors.


      Our feet flying over the stairs, I keep an eye below while Dice watches above. A door bangs open a few floors over us, followed by a stampede of feet racing down the stairs.


      “Fount damn it.”


      Luckily, they don’t manage to catch up enough to get the high ground on us. We reach the bottom of the staircase, and I peer through the vertical glass door at what looks to be a ground-level lobby, where snow broke through the ceiling at some point and now lies in drifts that cover most of the floor.


      I throw open the door, and we charge across as best we can, though at times my legs sink past my knees.


      It’s not hard to see why the snow broke through at some point: the lobby’s ceiling is entirely glass, or at least it was. Now much of it is shattered, sticking out in jagged pieces from a metal skeleton.


      My datasphere informs me it’s below freezing in here. After our skydiving, I opted to keep my helmet on as we infiltrated the facility, for some extra protection. Now, the sealed suit serves to regulate my body temperature, preventing the cold from affecting me. None of the pirates I’ve seen are wearing helmets, but I doubt that will slow them much.


      The door bangs open behind us, and I vault over a snow drift, twisting over as I slide down the other side to fire over the peak. Dice does the same, leaning on a drift a few feet to my left and laying into the pirates with both laser pistols.


      Laserfire makes the snow beneath us hiss and steam, obstructing our vision. I turn on thermal and continue firing. Soon, the pirates who’ve entered the lobby are down, and we’re keeping the others pinned inside the stairwell.


      “We can’t stay here,” I say. “Too much risk of getting flanked. We need to start making our way to the other side—you go first while I keep them busy.”


      Dice nods, turning to fall back over the snow while I continue laying down blaster fire. He settles onto a drift a few meters back, his eye sensors casting a red glow across the white. Then he returns the favor.


      In this way, we leapfrog backward across the lobby. At one point, I have to crouch behind cover while I swap out my blaster’s charge packs, but Dice has the situation well in hand as I do. With his twin laser pistols and his consistent ability to fire at two targets at once, he keeps the pirates at bay. Plus, they must be getting cold, now.


      Finally, we make it to the end of the lobby, and the end of the drifts too. My first couple strides into the bare corridor, I skid, almost falling, but I manage to keep my balance. The snow caked onto the bottom of my boots is affecting my footing, and then the moisture nearly makes me trip again, but I manage to stay upright. We can’t afford to slow down.


      The lights are turned on in this part of the research facility, which seems like a bad sign. As though to confirm, laserfire comes from both sides as we sprint through the next intersection, and I dive into a roll while Dice throws both arms wide and gives some back. Then we’re through, running toward the end of the corridor, where I spot the metal doors of what has to be an elevator.


      “There,” I pant. “That’s our way down.”


      The elevator’s at a three-way intersection. When I reach it, I slap the control panel and nothing happens. Then the pirates start shooting at us from behind, and we both take cover behind opposite corners.


      “I can pull the doors open,” Dice says across the hall—and across the hail of laserfire.


      “The elevator car probably isn’t there,” I say. “And if it is, it probably isn’t working.”


      “Do we have a better option?”


      I glance at him. “Do it.”


      I cover him as best he can, but he takes a laser bolt to the shoulder as he works his fingers between the doors, and the wound starts sparking right away.


      Arming another plasma grenade, I lob it down the hall toward the pirates, as hard as I can. It blows a few seconds later, sending tremors through the floor. It must have gotten pretty close to them, because the shooting stops for a while.


      The doors screech open to reveal a cable dangling down the elevator shaft. No elevator car, though, just as I feared. Damn it.


      “Cover me,” I say, heading for the elevator. It seems futile—the pirates will shoot us down as we attempt to descend—but Dice is right. There’s no better option. I holster my blaster, though I don’t snap it in place.


      After a few seconds of shimmying down the cable, I stop, gaping downward. The elevator car is right below us, stopped at the next floor.


      If we can find a way in...even if we can’t get it working, we may be able to exit through the doors onto the next floor and find another way down. “Dice, hold them off while I try to get the emergency hatch open.”


      Before I can descend more than a foot, the hatch opens by itself, and a pirate sticks a laser rifle into the shaft, pointing in my general direction.


      Wrapping my left arm around the cable, I whip out my blaster with my right, shooting at him just before he manages to draw a bead on me. He ducks out of the way, and I keep my muzzle steady on the empty hatch, waiting for someone else to have a try.


      I glance up to see Dice clinging to the cable, dealing with more pirates trying to shoot us from above.


      We’re pinned.
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      WE FIRE BACK AT THE pirates with grim determination, knowing a single mistake could end us both.


      Light filters into the shaft from the floor above and the elevator car below, through the emergency hatch. It gleams dully off the dark metal of the shaft’s interior, giving it an ethereal quality—except when laserfire lances through the shaft, lighting it up with neon blue.


      Dice has been reduced to shooting one-handed, though he shows no signs of exertion from holding himself aloft. He wouldn’t, of course. That’s one of the advantages they have over humans.


      I try to keep an eye on the doors above as well, since Dice has a bigger area to cover. But swinging my arm up and down is taking its toll on my grip.


      My legs and left arm are starting to tire, and I feel like I could lose my grip at any moment. I focus on lining up each shot to the exclusion of everything else, like the old knight taught me.


      It turns out facing certain death tightens up your aim almost as well as a datasphere does. My concentration is total, and I shoot at anything that moves inside the elevator car below.


      The pirates in there face challenges of their own. They clearly didn’t expect to encounter this situation, and they’ve been holding each other up to the hatch. It must be unsettling to have your comrade die with your arms wrapped around his legs, knowing that it’s your turn to climb up next.


      The choke point below, combined with Dice’s efficiency, serves to keep the pirates at bay for now. But we both know it can’t last.


      As I line up my next shot, I grunt from the exertion. Every time I move my blaster, it shifts my body ever so slightly, and my grip becomes that much more uncertain.


      Soon, I find myself yelling as I fire on the pirates that pop up from the elevator to try to end me, or on the ones attempting to rush the doorway above.


      I get one of the pirates above in the forehead, and he tumbles over, missing me by an inch and crashing to the car below, partially obscuring the hatch. If he’d hit me, I’m sure I would have gone down too.


      More pirates crowd into the elevator car, and between them they manage to drag the downed pirate into the box, clearing the way.


      Something needs to give, and now seems as good a time as any for drastic action. I fire five times through the hatch, to clear them away from there, then I holster the blaster as quickly as I can, pluck a plasma grenade from my belt, arm it, and drop it through the hatch. With that, I draw the blaster and take aim at the cable below me.


      The first shot doesn’t snap it, and I line up the second, knowing that if this fails, the explosion’s going to cook me and Dice along with the pirates.


      The cable snaps, sending the elevator plummeting. Several floors down, the grenade goes off, emitting bright blue flames that surge up the shaft, pushing a wave of heat that scorches my legs. I grit my teeth, grunting in pain.


      “This is your chance,” Dice calls down. “Throw up your grappling hook.


      “What? Why?” Now that the elevator car is gone, it’s as though the effort required to hold myself here has doubled. For some reason, knowing that falling now means certain death puts an even greater strain on my limbs. I manage to get my blaster up to shoot one of the two pirates crowding the doors above, and my blaster bolt tosses him back into the corridor.


      “There’s no time for discussion,” Dice says.


      I don’t answer, and when he speaks again, he sounds resigned. “I’ll secure the hook to myself, and then you jump. Cut yourself loose once you reach solid ground.”


      “By solid ground, you mean the twisted metal of the elevator I just blew up, right?”


      “You have a better idea?” he asks me, for the second time today.


      “No.” I’ve been keeping an eye on the doors below, and now a pirate appears at them. I spam the blaster trigger to keep him at bay. “What will you do?”


      “My duty. I’ll remain here and hold them off for as long as I can.”


      I pause. “Okay, then. Thank you, Dice.”


      “It will be an honor and a pleasure to never behold your fleshy countenance again.”


      I will my grappling cable to switch to feed mode, and I toss up the hook to Dice. He catches it, opens a crevice on his thigh, and secures the hook there—one of the tongs fits snugly. “Go,” he says.


      “Okay. Bye, Dice.”


      I leap, letting off a few parting shots for the pirates clustering near the lower floor. Then, I’m hurtling through space, laserfire lighting up the shaft around me, crackling through air to melt the metal around me. None of the bolts hit.


      Once I judge I’m a safe distance away, I will the line to start absorbing the fall, slowing my descent at a rate that won’t jolt me and risk injury.


      Soon, I’m descending at a pleasant clip, falling fairly quickly but not so fast that landing will shatter my ankle. I give silent thanks to Dice for holding on this long, and the thought that he probably won’t make it causes a pang in my chest, which I didn’t expect.


      I’ve already switched to night vision, and before long the elevator comes into view below, just as damaged as I expected. Slowing my descent to a crawl, I pick my way through the wreckage, careful not to impale myself on any of the twisted spires of metal that reach up like wretched claws.


      The elevator itself is full of dead pirates, whose bodies shift under my weight as I walk over them. When my boot finds solid floor, it’s slick with something—probably blood.


      Outside the elevator, the lights are off. I’m not sure whether that’s a response to my presence, or merely meant to conserve power.


      It doesn’t matter. Detaching the grappling hook with a thought, I raise my blaster, then forge out into the green-tinged gloom.
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      I EMERGE FROM THE WRECKED elevator onto a raised platform overlooking a cavernous warehouse. On my right, a two-story staircase leads to the warehouse floor, across which stretches a sea of tilted, cylindrical tanks, all arranged in near rows, with meter-sized spaces between them. The tanks are messing with my night vision a little, and when I switch it off, I see that each one glows with a faint blue light.


      No point in hesitating. I fly down the stairs, taking them two at a time with my blaster held at the ready in front of me. As I descend, I can’t help but wonder what the hell this place is supposed to be. Could this be where they’re keeping the children?


      But when I reach the bottom of the staircase and approach the first tank, I find a fully grown adult floating in the blue-lit fluid inside. What the hell? I’ll admit it: this is freaking me out.


      It’s a naked woman inside, her short black hair waving in the fluid. There’s no breathing apparatus, so I figure she must be in nanodeath. But for how long?


      Under each tank, a wide, metal grate is set into the floor. From the seam at the bottom of the cylinder, it looks like the tank opens there, leaving enough room to wheel in something to catch her when she slides out—a bed maybe, or a bot designed for the purpose.


      A middle-aged man floats in the next tank, and an elderly woman in the one after that. Every single tank I pass is filled, and a few do contain children, though none that I recognize. Could these kids be from the Brinktowns the pirates raided, or did they come from somewhere else?


      Then, it hits me: something I’d read once during one of my long slipspace voyages, about the era when people had first started uploading to the Subverse en masse. Bacchus Corp attempted to ease any fears their customers might have by advertising a guarantee that anyone who uploaded could always return to their physical body.


      I don’t know how many people took advantage of that guarantee. Possibly no one, judging by how unpopular living in the real had become. And no one even talks about it, now. When I read about the guarantee, I assumed that everyone had forgotten about it, and I doubted it was in effect anymore. My thinking was that if Bacchus had ever really stored all those trillions of bodies, then surely whatever facilities they’d kept them in were out of power, by now.


      Yet here these bodies are, floating silent in tanks, just waiting for minds to inhabit them.


      Creepy.


      Could Bacchus really have kept trillions of humans all this time? Or had they kept only a small percentage, for their own purposes?


      After a few minutes of walking, I come across a raised dais, in what seems like the very center of the warehouse, though it’s hard to know for sure.


      A staircase winds around the outside, leading to a platform encircled by a metal railing. When I mount the stairs, I find a terminal standing in the middle of the platform.


      Using my datasphere, I’m able to access it with no trouble. Either someone left themselves logged in, sure that no one unauthorized would ever make it down here, or someone else cracked the password and left the compromised account logged in.


      Or maybe it had never had any security at all. Maybe Bacchus figured that if someone gained access to this room who shouldn’t be here, the damage was already done.


      Either way, I’m in. I glance toward the raised platform where I exited the elevator. There’s no one. No sounds of anyone approaching from any other direction, either, though I glance around to be sure.


      Then, I start screwing around with the interface. It doesn’t take long to figure out I can order the list of tanks according to the most recent date anything was done to them. That done, I can select any number, and toggle over to a map, which shows me where in the warehouse the selected tanks reside.


      Some near the perimeter have been opened recently, though according to the date those subjects were first interred—I can’t think of a better word—it can’t possibly have been any of the children the pirates kidnapped. In fact, everyone stored in this room was put inside their tanks centuries ago.


      My heart rate is accelerating as I become more and more aware that the pirates must be closing in. But there’s one more thing I want to check. With a bit more playing around, I discover that there are other subterranean warehouses like this one, in other parts of the facility. And it turns out I can search them.


      I type “Marissa Sterling” and execute, but nothing turns up. Just “Marissa” doesn’t get anything, either. Where did that bastard Daniel put her? Even these days, when you upload to the Subverse, it’s still part of the deal that you turn over your physical body as well, for Bacchus’ study and use. Yes, core members of the Five Families are exempt, but they’re rich enough to pay for it. Daniel Sterling isn’t that rich.


      I type “Cal Pikeman,” then just “Pikeman,” but neither yields results. It was a long shot, but I wanted to check. Sometimes, I find myself thinking that maybe, instead of seeking the Crucible of Knighthood like he claimed, my father just used his Guardsman’s salary to finance his flight into the Subverse. His flight from being my father.


      That still might be true. But according to this terminal, his body isn’t in this facility.


      I try “Faelyn Eliot,” and nothing comes up, though it occurs to me that may not mean much. If the pirates are storing the children they kidnapped in these tanks, they might have just given them code names, or not entered them into the database at all.


      A hissing noise sounds from the warehouse floor, coming from a few meters away. Motion catches my eye, and I watch as one of the cylinders opens at the bottom, the transparent hatch rising into the air. The fluid used to preserve the body inside drains out into the grate below, and the body flops out, looking like it belongs to a boy just at the end of his adolescence.


      He hits the grate with a wet smack, hard enough that I wonder whether he’ll ever get up from it. His muscles won’t have atrophied—the Fount sees to it that they’re kept properly stimulated in nanodeath—but without something underneath the tank to catch him, that fall didn’t look healthy. I try to decide whether I should go to him.


      But then the boy stirs atop the grate, and staggers to his feet.


      “You all right, kid?” I ask.


      He doesn’t answer, but the sound of my voice seems to draw his attention, and he stumbles to a halt halfway between the two rows of tanks facing each other. His gait is awkward, as though he can barely remember how to walk.


      Then he turns toward me, blinking as though trying to focus his eyes. He meets my gaze, and then begins to stumble forward, faster than before, his limbs flailing crazily. My hand twitches toward my blaster.


      “Stay where you are,” I bark, but he doesn’t. He starts up the stairs instead, toward me. Is there a chance he’s heading toward the terminal? I back against the railing, so that I’ll have time to see which direction he’s headed in. “Kid?”


      When he reaches the platform, it’s clear he’s of one mind. He heads straight for me, hands raised, grasping at air. The posture seems to throw him off balance, and he half-runs, half-stumbles toward me. Now that he’s close, I can see how skinny he is, his ribs showing. That had to be what he looked like when they put him in the tank: people in nanodeath have no need to eat.


      “Last warning,” I say, backing up farther, but he gives no sign he even registers the comment. He closes the gap, hands reaching for my throat, and I lift a boot to shove him back. I guess I use too much force, because I send him flying backward, and when he falls, the back of his head cracks off the metal railing.


      He slumps to the platform, completely motionless. “Shit.”


      Another tank hisses open, the lid rising and the liquid gushing out. The female occupant smacks against the grate, just like the kid did, but unlike him she doesn’t stand.


      Then a third tank frees its occupant, a well-muscled man of seven feet whose motor skills are apparently in better working order than the kid’s. He strides toward the platform with minimal flailing.


      More tanks are hissing open, all around me. Some of the occupants hit the grate and don’t move, and some of them slither around without rising.


      But most of them do gain their feet. And every one of them heads toward me.



    

  


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    


      
        
          
            [image: image]
          

        


        Chapter 55


        
          
            [image: image]
          

        

      


      THE SEVEN-FOOT MAN starts up the stairs, and when he reaches the dais, he heads for me, hands raised in a choking motion, just like the kid.


      There’s nothing for it. Taking careful aim, I put a blaster bolt in his head.


      With that, I start moving around the circular railing, lining up shot after shot and felling the slick humans attempting to climb the stairs to get at me. For the most part, a single shot is enough to take out each one.


      More and more tanks are hissing open to release their flailing occupants. Wet bodies begin to accumulate on the staircase, but the mindless drones don’t let the pileup deter them. They clamber over the corpses of their fellows, heedless of the blaster fire raining down on them. Like bots ordered to sacrifice themselves assaulting an enemy position.


      They make no sound other than grunts and groans of exertion, and their faces bear expressions that mix determination with hatred. What the hell happened to them? What’s driving them to act like this? By themselves, they’re totally ineffectual, but this warehouse must house thousands of those tanks. Eventually, I’ll run out of juice for my blaster.


      With that, my blaster’s trigger clicks, and nothing happens. It’s dry. I slap in another charge pack. Only two left after this one.


      Soon, the bodies are piled high enough that the human automatons start tumbling off and onto the concrete below the dais. That takes care of them, for the most part. But others manage to make it to the top, and the corpse pile starts to spill over onto the platform itself.


      I can only afford to focus on the staircase, now. A foot grabs me through the railing I’ve backed myself against, and I yell, jerking it free and stomping on the hand, feeling the crunch of finger bones under my heel. The owner withdraws the injured hand, only to stick the other one through. I move toward the terminal and shoot another naked form about to make it onto the platform.


      Glancing back, I see a sea of people, packed together and surging toward the platform as one.


      I need to take another approach. I shoot the woman about to crawl onto the platform, then I jog to the part of the railing closest to the tanks, eyeing the gap between them.


      Probably, I can make the jump. As long as my wet-soled boots don’t slip on the rail.


      I hear someone tumble onto the dais as I lift myself to the middle rail. No time to hesitate. Steadying myself with my hands, I pull both feet under me and push off with all my might.


      Almost, I don’t make it. My body slams against the tank, and I begin to slide down its sloped surface, toward the waiting horde below.


      But I find better purchase with my hands on the tank’s metal top and pull myself up, my left arm still aching from gripping the elevator cable. The top of the tank is also slanted, and I nearly fall over the other side before stabilizing.


      The drones’ arms slap against the tank’s glass, sending tremors through it, and though it’s sturdy, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before they succeed in toppling it.


      So I leap to the next tank, a meter away. Once I’m stabilized, I leap again.


      The throng remains focused on me, their focal point shifting from tank to tank as I bound across their tops as quickly as I can gain my balance on each. Their grunting and moaning becomes louder, as though from frustration.


      I leap across at least twenty tanks, with my pursuers milling around below. At the final tank, I look to the wall and see a closed hatch, with a control panel beside it. From here, I’m able to access it with my datasphere to check whether I’ll be given access when I reach it.


      I will.


      But the bodies in front of it do pose a problem. There is a small space, but not big enough for me to land there and escape without the automatons getting at me.


      So I take aim and start shooting those closest to the doors. My aim doesn’t actually need to be that good. With this many targets, I just hold the blaster in their general direction and spam the trigger.


      A space quickly clears in front of the hatch—clear of live drones, anyway. A number of dead ones are piled up there now, creating a low wall of bodies, but that will probably work to my advantage, as long as I don’t lose my footing by landing on them.


      My behavior doesn’t seem to tip off the drones below me to my intentions. They continue to rock the tank I’m on, and abruptly, they succeed: something cracks off at the base of the tank, and now the only thing keeping it upright is the press of bodies all around it.


      I leap, but the tank shifts as my feet push off it, and there isn’t as much force behind the jump as there would have been. I land amidst the sea of drones, as though I’m attempting to crowd surf, like they do in novels and movies from before the Fall.


      Except, the naked forms don’t attempt to catch me. They let me fall to the floor, and the only thing that cushions my landing is the man I’ve knocked over. He reaches up at my face, and I push off him, stomping his head as I pass and bringing up my blaster to shoot another man at point-blank range.


      I clock a drone in the jaw with the butt of my blaster and jab another one in the throat with my fingertips, sending him to his knees, gasping.


      What feels like a hundred hands are clamoring to get a grip on my clothes, my limbs, but I won’t stay still. I kick and punch and bite and pistol whip until I reach the line of bodies I downed before. Clambering over them, I slap the control panel with my palm.


      The hatch slides open, and I rush through, turning to hit the control panel on this side. The portal hasn’t even opened halfway, and now it slides shut again, before my pursuers can get a limb through and jam it.


      Blaster trained on the closed hatch, I wait to see whether they’ll open it and come through. But they don’t. Either Bacchus intentionally denied them the authorization to open it or they just don’t have the presence of mind to operate it. The first possibility sends a shiver through my spine as I contemplate what situations Bacchus might have wanted to safeguard against by denying them the ability to leave.


      After a few seconds, I’m satisfied they’re not coming through, and I turn to behold another warehouse that might as well be the same one: cylindrical tanks stretch as far as I can see.
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      THE TANKS HERE AREN’T lit up.


      They flash by in the emerald gloom as I jog through the warehouse, and they’re all empty. That lends credence to my idea that Bacchus probably didn’t hold on to every one of the trillions of humans who’ve ever uploaded to the Subverse. Unless Bleak ordered them all removed and disposed of, maybe to conserve power.


      Then, an island of blue light catches my eye off to the left, through the forest of tilted cylinders. It washes out my night vision, so I switch it off and proceed through the rows with caution while my eyes adjust.


      When I reach it, my heart leaps into my throat. Every one of these tanks—probably a few hundred—holds a child.


      I’m running faster, now, racing up and down the rows, peering into tank after tank. Looking for Faelyn.


      I’ve searched maybe a fifth of them when I hear the hatch I entered through open at last, and the slap of bodies hitting the floor—probably pushed over by the drones fighting to get through behind them. Then comes the thunder of hundreds of footsteps as the naked mob spreads out through the warehouse, no doubt searching for me.


      I check a couple more tanks before accepting that I need to go. Turning, I head back the way I was going originally—toward the other side of the warehouse, to check whether there’s a hatch on that side too. As I pass the last lit tanks, I switch my night vision back on.


      A drone spots me through the tanks and stumbles toward me, but I don’t waste a blaster bolt on him. He’s not fast enough to catch me, and shooting him will only draw the others. A couple others take notice as I sprint through the warehouse, but I make it to the hatch without incident.


      Only to find it won’t open. An “ACCESS REVOKED” message blinks in the upper region of my vision. Fount damn it.


      Probably, Bleak is monitoring my progress through the facility and barred the hatch to trap me here. That makes me think he likely let the drones into this warehouse, too.


      I open my breacher’s kit and take out a door charge to slap it onto the hatch. Then I jog a few meters away, take cover behind a tank, and detonate it remotely.


      When I emerge, the hatch is blown clean out of the frame, replaced by a haze of smoke. Of course, the blast drew the attention of every drone in the warehouse, and about a dozen of them are already clustered near the breached hatch. I shoot one and kick another out of the way, sending him stumbling into the next room as I run past. There’s no longer any time to stop and consider my next move. The drones have been let loose, and they seem intent on chasing me until they die or I do.


      I find myself in a long, low-ceiling room, bordered by rectangular windows on either side. There aren’t any light fixtures in here, which tells me the windows are likely one-way mirrors, since the effect only works if the mirrored side is brightly lit while the other is dark.


      From what I’m able to observe of the rooms on the other side as I dash past, they seem to confirm the notion: each one has just a table and two chairs, like an interrogation room. Every window looks in on two rooms, adjacent to but cut off from each other. That reminds me of the Prisoner’s Dilemma, an old game theory scenario they used to teach in Assessment and Selection.


      When I reach the other end of the long room, a glance behind me shows the opposite end is packed with the mindless drones, surging forward as one. Their grunting and groaning fills the room, seemingly louder than before, and they seem to be getting faster, too. Here’s hoping they don’t remember how to run.


      The door into the next area isn’t a hatch, but a steel door, and it’s unlocked. Slamming it closed behind me, I continue on.


      This room features four wrestling rings, with observation windows set high above. Aside from the door I just came through, there are three exits, though two are hatches which I assume lead to more warehouses full of tanks. The opposite exit is another steel door, and I sprint toward it.


      I find the door unlocked. It lets out onto another square room, this one with a checkered floor. It takes me a moment to realize that the floor tells this chamber’s purpose: it’s a giant chess board. The squares are big enough to accommodate human-sized pieces, and again, observation windows overlook the arena from high above.


      What did Bacchus do to people, here? Everyone knows they used the physical bodies uploads gave them for research into human behavior and psychology, the better to tailor the Subverse to human happiness. But actually seeing the sort of things the company subjected people to...it’s unsettling.


      I pass through a gym, again with the observation windows, and then a room with nothing but hundreds of recliners arranged in neat rows, probably to hold people as they’re immersed in sims. Next, I come to what was once referred to as an Olympic-sized swimming pool, with raised, grated decks surrounding the long room in place of windows. The pool’s filled with water that looks pretty clean. How long have Bleak’s people been set up here? Have they been taking recreational swims between experimenting on children?


      The ceilings in each of these last three rooms are covered in thick cables, held in place by metal brackets. The cables run in every direction before disappearing into walls. Probably, they’re for transporting power to the various warehouses, and their presence suggests I’m in the center of the bizarre subterranean facility.


      By the time I jog around the pool, the drones have started spilling into the pool area. Some of them head straight into the water, where they’ll probably drown, since I don’t see them having the motor skills needed for swimming. But most of them know enough to skirt the water to either side. Are they becoming smarter? They were able to figure out how to operate a doorknob, which I wouldn’t have expected of them when they first started emerging from the tanks.


      After the swimming pool, the next door opens to reveal a porch-sized room, with an opening to the left.


      Looking up, I notice the wall in front of me doesn’t actually touch the mirrored ceiling above. And when I head for the opening, I turn the corner to find a passage with several more openings.


      Then, it hits me. I’m in a labyrinth. And I’ll bet the entire ceiling is one-way glass.


      As I fly around corners and down long passageways, I will my datasphere to track my orientation, so I’ll be able to tell whether I’m making progress in a given direction instead of going around in circles. Even with that, it’s challenging, and I run into plenty of dead ends.


      I remember a trick I learned from an old book for escaping a maze: put your hand on one of the walls and follow it till you reach the exit. That would work, given infinite time. But as I backtrack from yet another dead end, I encounter the first drone and put a blaster bolt in his face, obliterating it. One way or another, my time here is limited.


      Muscles tight with adrenaline, I continue the marathon the drones have driven me into. I’m taking turns without thinking, and the path I forge through the maze is haphazard.


      Dead end after dead end frustrates my progress, and I eye the tops of the walls, wondering if I can make them with a running leap.


      But then I turn a corner to find the next passage packed with drones, all flowing forward like a liquid made of humans.


      I don’t bother shooting into the mass of people—it would be pointless. I turn and run, praying they haven’t trapped me.


      I take a left, then a right, my datasphere providing encouragement by reporting that I’ve made significant progress across the room. If the exit is opposite the entrance, and this room is of a similar size to the others, then I should be close.


      And then, suddenly, I’m at the exit—a hatch, which opens at my touch. A group of people catches my eye as I enter, but I spin around before I have time to register who they are, slapping the control panel to close the hatch.


      A deep, sonorous voice speaks behind me: “So many innocents slaughtered,” it says. “Are you auditioning to join us, Commander?”


      I turn and behold Bleak, dressed in his Renaissance garb, standing next to Harmony and Peter Vance. Surrounding them are twenty armed pirates, all with laser weapons trained on me.


      “Drop your weapon,” Bleak says.
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      MY BLASTER IS STILL in my hand. I turn it sideways and spread my fingers.


      “Not good enough,” Bleak says. “Put it on the floor, nice and slow, if you please.”


      I do as he says, then rise again to my full height. That seems to satisfy him.


      Bleak wears a deep-purple doublet checkered with white curlicues and what I can only describe as a skirt bearing the same color and design. A feathered purple hat that swoops behind his head, in an imitation of a pirate’s hat—or maybe roadkill—tops the outfit. On his belt, a sword counterbalances a laser pistol, possibly in imitation of Fairfax.


      My gaze meets Harmony’s, and her eyes widen slightly, like she’s trying to tell me something. Not wanting to draw suspicion, I break eye contact and look at her husband, whose arm is linked with hers. He winces slightly.


      The room is broad, with a ceiling maybe twenty feet high, though the chamber’s breadth makes it look low. Beyond the group of pirates, an observation window stretches across the far wall. It doesn’t look like a one-way mirror. Whoever or whatever is on the other side of that glass, it apparently doesn’t matter if it can look back. But I can’t see its occupant, or occupants; just a ceiling. The floor lies somewhere below.


      “Why didn’t you lock the hatch?’ I say.


      “It’s locked now,” Bleak says. “If I’d locked it to prevent you entering, I’m sure you would have simply blown it open, and then we’d have a roomful of mindless savages in here with us.”


      “Where’s Faelyn Eliot?”


      Bleak smiles broadly, like I’ve made a joke, but he doesn’t answer.


      My gaze drifts to the wall perpendicular to the observation window. It’s full of readouts and built-in instrument panels. Same with the wall across from it. There don’t appear to be any exits, other than the one I entered through.


      “Why aren’t you saying anything?” I say.


      “A moment of silence,” Bleak says. “For all the innocent people you killed today.”


      “They tried to kill me first. I’m guessing you unleashed them on me.”


      “Their owners will never be able to return to their physical bodies, now. Not after what you’ve done to them.”


      I return his gaze and say nothing. After what I just went through, I’m not in the mood for Bleak’s games, though somehow I doubt that’ll prevent him from playing them. Not if his reputation is any indication.


      “Not to worry,” the pirate lord says. “It turns out it’s much harder to transfer an uploaded consciousness back into a biological vessel than Bacchus Corp originally assumed. Uploading a consciousness is easy. Downloading, however...” Bleak shrugs. “After centuries in storage, a body loses many of its higher-order cognitive functions, including long-term memory. Yes, it can be given simple directives, helped along by aggression-promoting endorphins added to the preservative fluid prior to release. But that’s all.”


      I glance at the observation window, mostly because no one else seems willing to. I’m sure Bleak wants me to ask a question, to prompt him to continue speaking, but I don’t feel like it.


      Eventually, he resumes his monologue. “The main problem with returning minds to physical bodies is that, from the moment we upload to the Subverse, our consciousness expands. And why shouldn’t it? Even when given a digital body, an uploaded mind has only the limits that are programmed around it. Limits arenecessary, of course, else we would lose our identities. But the limits can be peeled back. Believe me, Joe, when I tell you that in spite of your prejudices, life in the Subverse is much richer. Much fuller. We’re capable of a lot more, there, and our intellects expand well beyond what our biology was ever capable of accommodating.”


      “I’ve been to the Subverse,” I say. “I’ve lived there, too. It’s not everything it’s cracked up to be.”


      Bleak’s eyes narrow. I know I sound crazy, but I don’t care.


      “Well.” He clears his throat. “That’s self-evidently untrue, but no matter. Quality of life inside the Subverse isn’t important to my point. What I’m trying to tell you is that once a consciousness expands, the human body that evolution gave us is no longer capable of housing it. And that process doesn’t take very long at all. Perhaps it would be possible for an upload to reenter his old body after only a week or two of Subverse residence, but not long after that it becomes impossible. Whether life is truly richer there or not, the people of the Subverse are, in fact, much more advanced than you or I. Some, incredibly so.”


      “Is that important to your point?” I ask.


      “It is, actually,” Bleak says, bearing his teeth in what might be called a smile. Clearly, he’s delighted that I’ve begun to humor him.


      Something crashes into the wall below the observation window, sending tremors through the room we’re in and causing most of the pirates to start. Not Bleak, though. He smiles through it.


      “What was that?” I ask.


      Bleak’s smile widens. “You came here to find a girl, did you not?”


      I keep my eyes away from Harmony and say nothing.


      “Father.”


      “Shut up, Peter,” Bleak says, and his son falls silent. “You have found the girl, Commander. She has enjoyed the singular privilege of participating in a historic first. Which brings me to our project, here in this facility. The project for which I’ve been hired, by none other than some of the most powerful men and women in the galaxy.


      “We are tasked with nothing less than ushering in a new galactic age. You see, multiple members of the Five Families have decided they can no longer remain in the Subverse.”


      “Why not?” I say, and Bleak’s toothy grin wavers at the interruption. “Didn’t you just say life in the Subverse is richer?”


      “Oh, it is. But there are certain factors you seem ignorant of. You see, despite that the most powerful Five Families members are as demigods in the Subverse, immortality starts to grate after a time. Especially when your efforts to graduate from demigod to full-on god are frustrated again and again.”


      “Frustrated by who?”


      “Why, the Shiva Knights. Honestly, Commander, I thought even you would be more informed than this. Are you seriously telling me you’re ignorant of even the knighthood’s self-assigned quest?” He shakes his head. “Anyway. As I was saying. My clients’ intellects have grown vast, far vaster than the average Subverse denizen. They wish to return to the physical world. To get out from under the thumb of the Shiva. But even if we could figure out how to give them back human forms, they’re loathe to give up the unrivaled intellects they’ve acquired—or the power. And so, it is our part to work with them to engineer biological constructs large enough and complex enough to house their bulbous minds.”


      As Bleak talks, some things are starting to come together for me. Creatures like Maneater must have been organic ‘prototypes’—the pirates’ first attempt at engineering beings with enhanced abilities. That would explain her speed, strength, and intelligence.


      The creature contained in the chamber beyond crashes against its prison wall again, so hard that a couple pirates lose their footing and fall to the floor.


      Bleak’s lips peel farther back. “What you hear behind us is the first viable result of our efforts, Commander. Please. Step forward and admire it.”


      Leaving my blaster lying on the floor is the last thing I’m interested in doing, but I don’t have much of a choice. Feet like lead, I cross the room to the observation window and peer into the vast pit below.


      At first, I can’t make out where the beast begins and ends. Then, I see it: its massive, triangular head, surging restlessly across its own body. Its tail is lost beneath the great, scaled coils, and so is the floor. The creature fills the enormous pit, and I can understand why it’s so upset. How claustrophobic it must feel.


      Massive yellow orbs rotate in their sockets, their slit-like irises shifting till they seem to stare directly at me. A forked tongue darts out and disappears. Even through the glass, I can hear its hiss.


      “Your goal, Commander. You’ve achieved it. You’ve found Faelyn Eliot at last.”
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      MY MIND FEELS LIKE shattered glass. Any plan I might have been formulating is lost beyond recovery.


      At first, I want to disbelieve what Bleak says, but I know I’m not going to get away with that. I know the ring of truth when I hear it.


      But if the beast at the bottom of that pit is Faelyn Eliot, then...I have no idea what to do with that information. The old knight said she would die if I chose to go to Arbor before coming here, and I guess in a sense, she did die. But this seems worse than death.


      At any rate, getting her back to Tunis seems out of the question, now. I don’t think she’ll fit inside the Ares.


      Absurdly, the thought makes me laugh, though I guess laughter is the best response. I’m pretty sure my other options include crying and going completely insane.


      I continue chuckling, and I hear some of the pirates shifting their weight behind me.


      Bleak seems undisturbed. Maybe he even expected this reaction. “It was necessary to recruit children for our program,” he says. “Adults wouldn’t do—not for the testing phase. Their minds aren’t elastic enough. Even by adolescence, the human mind is too cemented for our purposes. Only a child’s mind is malleable enough to be molded and stretched to fit an organism tailored to our clients’ specifications. And we couldn’t very well transfer our clients into our constructs without first testing their viability.”


      “So...you turned Faelyn into a god?” I say, my voice still tinged with mirth.


      “Temporarily, yes. Soon enough, she’ll be evicted and replaced by one of our clients. But for now, she resides inside a construct built to hold a god. Thankfully, she’s too immature cognitively to take advantage of it. She’s had no experience with having access to the resources at her disposal now, so instead of exploiting them, she spends her time confused, bewildered even. Not to mention enraged.”


      The snake rears, then, and slams its head against the glass barrier. Most of the pirates stumble backward, and a few let cries of fear escape their lips. I stand my ground, studying the snake impassively.


      “Not to worry,” Bleak says. “She can’t escape from there. And soon, we will be ready for our client to take control of the construct. Her torment will be at an end.”


      “Why would your clients want to become giant snakes—like, with no arms or anything?”


      “Oh, we’ll be offering any desired upgrades as the project progresses. And not everyone will be a snake. But those are small details, almost irrelevant. The fact is that our clients will become the lords of humanity, with legions of biologicals to do their bidding. Who needs arms, when you have an army of servants to fulfill your every desire?”


      I’m still standing at the viewing window, staring down at the tormented creature below. “Why her?” I find myself asking. “Why Faelyn Eliot?”


      “I think you already know the answer.”


      He’s right, of course. I do. “To send her father a message,” I say. “Arthur Eliot showed signs of opposing you and your clients, though I’m guessing he’d been cooperating with you for decades before that. So you took his daughter. He knew that Faelyn’s digital selves were at your clients’ mercy, so he fell back in line, and fell deeper into drink. That about right?” I turn my head toward Bleak.


      He nods. “The Guard might have posed a major problem for us. But other than that slight deviation, easily corrected, Eliot has been a valuable asset in keeping them at bay. Allowing the Guard’s funding and resources to slowly dwindle.”


      “You’ve doomed us.”


      Bleak shrugs. “That depends on your definition of ‘doomed.’ The Guard was founded to protect the Subverse. But if humanity’s elites are abandoning that place, what need of the Guard have they?”


      “That isn’t all the Guard does. They keep the galaxy stable. Or, they did.”


      “They did,” Bleak says. “There will be a new order, now.”


      “I don’t believe you that every member of the Five Families has signed up to buy one of your constructs,” I say. “They can’t all be corrupt.”


      “No,” the pirate lord says. “Just the ones who’ll rule the galaxy for eternity.”


      I’ve turned away from him again, to stare at the restless beast below.


      Bleak continues: “I’m told you were offered the opportunity to take a place in the new galactic order. To be a person of consequence, and not a slave. You must be regretting your refusal, about now.”


      I turn my head toward him again, in time to see Harmony step forward, so that she’s directly behind him.


      “Harmony, no,” I say the moment I comprehend what she’s planning, but she’s too fast for any of us, including the pirates surrounding Bleak.


      She unsnaps his holster and plucks out the laser pistol. Before Bleak can turn to confront her, she places the pistol’s muzzle against the back of his kneecap.


      Then she fires, blowing out the pirate lord’s knee. He shrieks in pain, collapsing to the floor, clutching his leg.
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      “NO ONE MOVE,” HARMONY says, stepping over the pirate lord to level the weapon at his head. “Dad, get your gun.”


      I cross the room to where my blaster lies near the closed hatch and scoop it up. Bleak shows no signs of falling silent. On the contrary: his cries are getting even more shrill and desperate.


      The pirates—the ones Bleak apparently hand-selected for his personal guard—mostly look baffled that Peter Vance’s wife is behaving this way.


      “Get with the program,” I bark at them, and a few of them jump. “Toss your weapons on the ground and kick them toward me, every one of you. Or your boss gets a laser bolt to the brain.” They hesitate, and I shout: “Now!”


      Once the first pirate relinquishes his weapon, the rest follow suit. They just needed someone to follow. Like sheep.


      The last one kicks his pistol over, and I look at Harmony. “They don’t know you’re my daughter?” I ask, squinting.


      “Of course not.”


      “But Fairfax knew.”


      Harmony shrugs. “Guess their communication isn’t great.”


      A pirate chooses that moment to sprint to a nearby control panel. “Stop!” I yell, but he doesn’t. I shoot him, but he presses something on the panel before slumping to the floor.


      “What did he just do?” I glance at Harm.


      “How should I know?”


      The snake crashes against the observation window again, its mammoth head filling the view before recoiling again.


      “Peter,” Bleak moans from the floor, where he continues to writhe. “Do something.”


      Bleak’s son walks toward me, looking me in the eye. I can see he’s trembling, but the steady eye contact throws me for a loop.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” I say.


      He crouches, hand reaching toward one of the laser pistols, eyes still locked on mine.


      My eyes are narrowed, but I let him take the weapon, more interested than anything else. If he points it at Harmony or me, I can shoot him before he even thinks of pulling the trigger.


      He turns and approaches Harmony, pistol pointed at the floor. She moves aside for him, though she keeps her weapon trained on Bleak’s head.


      Peter Vance presses the weapon against the back of his father’s uninjured knee. Then, he pulls the trigger, eliciting an agonized howl from Bleak that seems like it will never end.


      The color’s draining from Vance’s face, but even so, he looks satisfied. He lowers the laser pistol to the floor and kicks it over to join the others.


      “All right, then,” I say, and clear my throat. “Bleak. Bleak!”


      “What, you asshole!” He follows that with a string of darker expletives.


      “We’re leaving this place,” I say once he’s finished. “Call off your people.”


      “You are never, never leaving this place!” he shrieks. “Ever!”


      The snake crashes against the glass, and the room shudders. Can the window really withstand that kind of assault?


      I point my blaster at Bleak’s head. “Call off your people, and tell me where I can find Faelyn’s body.”


      “We don’t have it, you filthy lowlife bastard!”


      “What do you mean, you don’t have it?”


      “It’s gone, Fount damn you. Disposed of. That was...one of the Allfather’s commands. Eliot doesn’t get his daughter back. Ever. Just like you’ll never leave this place alive.”


      The snake slams itself against the observation window, and this time, there’s an audible splintering sound.


      Everyone in the room takes a step back from the window, eyes glued to it.


      “Harmony,” I say, breathless. “Come away from there.”


      She shoots me a look, then gestures at Bleak with her weapon. “Kinda busy,” she says.


      “That’s not—”


      The snake head hits the glass again, and this time the glass shatters, sending fragments flying through the room in every direction. It hesitates, as though momentarily surprised at its own success. Then, it surges into the room, dripping blood as the remaining glass shards rip at its scales.
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      “HARMONY!” I YELL. THE snake blocks her from view, and I’m terrified that it’s crushing her right now beneath its girth.


      It darts to the left, sinking meter-long fangs into a pirate who was attempting to flee toward the hatch. He’s impaled in two places, which brings an end to his flight. The snake shakes him off, then engulfs him with its mouth, swallowing him whole.


      I back toward the hatch, pointing the blaster at the beast and spamming the trigger, aiming for its eyes. Faelyn Eliot may well be inside there somewhere, but right now the serpent she inhabits poses a threat to my daughter—provided Harmony’s still alive. Getting the thing’s attention and drawing it away from here is probably the only chance to keep Harmony safe.


      It ignores the blaster, its head darting across the room to devour another pirate, not bothering to chew this time. He disappears down the snake’s gullet, and for a moment his screaming can be heard echoing up its length.


      The floor is slick with blood, mostly the snake’s blood, but the crushed and punctured pirates have no doubt made their contribution.


      “Dad!”


      It’s Harmony, and I turn in the direction of her voice, fearing the worst. She cowers to my right, in the corner of the room, looking terrified but unharmed, as far as I can tell. Her husband crouches there with her, clutching her, looking at least as afraid as she does, probably more.


      Her cry draws the snake’s attention too, and it turns its massive head toward her, tensing to strike.


      “Hey!” I bark. I stop spamming the blaster’s trigger, draw a deep breath, and aim straight for its left eye slit. My focus is singular. I pull the trigger, and the bolt pierces the bulbous orb, sending blood and ichor spurting into the air.


      The snake hisses, its sibilance filling the observation room, followed by a sound that’s something like a croak crossed between an alien hatching from its egg.


      It turns toward me. “Yes!” I yell. “Come and get some!”


      My datasphere prompts me with the location of the hatch’s control panel behind me, and I slap it without looking. For the time being, the way is clear of drones, at least according to the lack of warning black patches appearing across my field of vision.


      I back through, yelling inarticulately and spamming the trigger with the blaster pointed at the snake’s other eye. I miss every shot, but at least it’s apparently getting the message.


      The moment I set foot across the threshold, it lunges, and I stumble back just in time to avoid its fangs.


      The wall around the hatch buckles toward me, and all I can see is the black hole down which the two pirates vanished. I fire the blaster down it, tensing, not sure what my next move should be. Are the hatch and wall reinforced? Does it matter? I have to assume the containment chamber that had once held the snake was reinforced, and it broke free of that.


      The behemoth draws back, and I leap sideways as it throws itself against the hatch once more.


      Again, I barely avoid becoming its next snack. The snake surges through the hatch, the metal blossoming around it. It collides with the labyrinth wall beyond, which cracks along its length. The entire maze shudders, judging by the tumult rising from beyond.


      I’m already running along the optimized path back to the doorway where I originally entered the labyrinth. The datasphere has optimized my course through it, cutting all the backtracking and circling around and presenting the way out as a green-tinged path on the floor before me.


      But as the great serpent crashes through barrier after barrier, I realize this won’t get me there fast enough. I start running into the tank people again, and though they concern me a lot less than they once did, they’re slowing my progress too much.


      I push through the first group of them I encounter as their fingers grasp at my suit for purchase, seeking flesh, and ripping and tearing with their nails when they find it.


      I barely feel the scratches and tears they impart. The adrenaline pulses too powerfully through my veins. But I know they’ll be the death of me, if this keeps up.


      I press my blaster up against one of the drone’s chins, and I pull the trigger, blowing him up and back. Shooting two more drones point-blank clears my path, and just as I fight through, the snake crashes into the wall we’re standing next to. The rest of the drones are crushed to death between the two labyrinth walls, and I snatch my foot out of the way, preventing it from going two-dimensional.


      I stumble around the next turn to stand at the start of a long corridor. A drone stumbles into it from a pathway to the left, but I shoot it, and it falls backward, clearing the runway I want.


      Legs pumping, breath coming in ragged gasps, I sprint down the corridor. A tank person emerges at the very end, but I jump anyway, hands extended to grasp the top of the barrier.


      My fingers find purchase, and my legs slam into the drone, pinning him against the wall. His hands wrap around my leg, and I kick his face with my other foot, which loosens his grasp. I pull myself up.


      As I’m steadying myself atop the labyrinth wall, the snake breaks into the corridor I just ran along. It darts along its length, quicker than I would have thought possible, and before I can react it’s smashing against the wall below me. I fall back onto the creature, tumbling over its head and onto its broad, scaled back, scrabbling for purchase.


      There’s nothing to grip. I flip off the beast instead, somersaulting against my will into the adjacent corner and landing on my shoulder.


      Pain lances through my torso, but I grit my teeth and drag myself to my feet. I run to the end of this corridor and take a left, my datasphere’s green path nowhere to be seen.


      The snake has less leverage now to crash through in my direction, and I can hear it beating itself against the barrier separating it from me. That buys me time. When a drone comes into the hallway ahead, I grab him by his hair and toss him into the path behind me, where he hits the floor, sprawling. A snack for the snake, hopefully. Eat him, not me.


      I hear the giant break through behind me, followed by its rustling progress toward me. The fact it’s turning a corner must be slowing it down, though, since I have time to run, leap, and scrabble atop the next wall.


      The snake crashes into the wall I’m on again. This time, I have a leg hooked over the other side, and I manage to stay on top. As it recoils for another go, I let myself fall down the other side, turning right so that it’ll have to go around more corners to get at me.


      Soon, there won’t be much left of the maze. It occurs to me that maybe I can backtrack and use the parts the snake destroyed to navigate, but I quickly scrap that idea. From what I saw of its length in the observation room, it won’t run out of body before it completely encircles me, crushing or devouring me. I need to leave this place as soon as I can.


      A tightly packed group of tank people appear around the corner up ahead, obstructing the only path I can take. They’re in the way of a running leap, and the snake will get through behind me in a few seconds.


      So I drop to one knee and point my blaster at them, spamming the trigger and sweeping it across, dropping them one after another.


      Then the snake breaks through behind me, and I have to go. I make a run at the press of bodies, both dead and alive, and I attempt to use them as a height boost to get to the top of the next wall.


      It doesn’t work. My foot slips on some limply hanging limb, and I start falling backward.


      Grasping desperately for something to prevent that, I find a wrist. When my fingers close around it, it grabs back, but the body it’s attached to shifts with me, so that I continue to fall.


      The snake is rushing toward us. My blaster hand finds the head of a drone who’s still standing, and somehow I manage to use it to propel myself to the right, into the next passage.


      The drone is still gripping my forearm, and I smash the blaster against her fingers until she releases me. Then, I continue on, hoping fervently that the snake will take the feast of people I just left behind for it.


      I glance back—no such luck. The snake pushes through the body pile, crushing them beneath it and against both walls. They’re slowing it somewhat, but not enough. Fount damn it.


      Then, I see it: the green path! It intersects with this corridor, up ahead. I run for all my worth, skidding around the corner just as the snake catches up to me.


      Its head slams against the wall a couple feet away, and I flee down the green path. Before I turn, I register how much blood coats its great triangular head. Its scales are wet with it, but it still shows no sign of slowing.


      I take a left, then a right, then I have a long corridor to run down, the snake in close pursuit, rustling through the maze, always just a few meters behind.


      And then, suddenly, I’ve reached the beginning. I’m back where I was.


      Gripping the cold metal knob, I twist it, wrenching the door open and running through to the pool area beyond.


      This is my fault, this situation. That’s no mystery. I failed to protect Faelyn on Tunis, and I chose to go to Arbor over Xeo. If I’d come here first, I might have prevented her from becoming a giant snake.


      One of my many failures. But given she is a giant snake, now, inside a biological vessel intended to soon house one of the beings apparently intent on dominating the galaxy...maybe it’s a failure I can actually do something about.


      I need to kill it. Her. Whatever pronoun is appropriate in this situation.


      My negligence—mine—led to this situation. Not just losing Faelyn, but the risk of losing the entire galaxy.


      I’m ready to accept that fact.


      “Time to finally take responsibility for something,” I mutter as I run to the right, around the pool and toward one of the grated observation decks.
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      I REACH THE BOTTOM stair as the snake starts assailing the doorway and wall. The first thrust knocks the door almost out of its frame, though it’s still holding on by a hinge. I start racing up the two flights of stairs that lead to the observation deck above.


      The snake’s snout pokes through with the second thrust, and it rears back for a third. By that time, I’m on the metal grate, trying to steady my breathing as I take aim at one of the brackets holding the central cable to the ceiling above.


      A tumult of screeching metal and the snake is through, sending shrapnel to skitter across the floor and pool deck, some of it splashing into the water.


      I’ve managed to blast away one bracket, and now I’m working on the next. It doesn’t take long for the snake to spot me. It rushes forward, its great head hurtling through the air toward me.


      I abandon my shooting, running across the metal grate at full speed as it shudders beneath my footfalls.


      The snake’s jaws clamp onto the deck, barely missing me. A fang punctures it clean through, and the snake jerks back, trying to pull away, but the caught tooth holds it there. It panics, then, body thrashing. A screeching, tearing sound, and it manages to pull the entire grate away from the wall. Luckily, I’m on the next section, which only bucks a little.


      Part of the snake’s body is in the water, now, and it sends waves splashing over the sides as it tries to free itself from the enormous grate protruding from its maw. I take the opportunity to finish shooting away the second bracket, then I start on the next.


      Something snaps, and the grate flies across the room to crash against the far wall. The sound is deafening, but I manage not to flinch, through sheer force of will. My aim remains steady, and a fourth bracket comes away under my blaster fire. Then the snake refocuses on me.


      I flee. The beast comes at me from below, this time, its head causing the deck to buck wildly. Suddenly, I’m airborne, flying toward the edge of this section.


      Then I’m coming down on the edge, and the landing isn’t graceful. I tumble forward to land face-first on the next section of grating, head smacking painfully against the corrugated metal.


      Dazed, I manage to regain my feet, but when I try to look at the next bracket I find I’m seeing double.


      I shake my head, but the snake is coming again, and I turn to flee.


      It rears up, head hard against the cables above. Its intentions are clear: next, it’s going to cut me off by coming in at me from ahead. Because of the ruined grates behind me, I can’t retreat.


      Gripping my blaster like the lifeline it is, I take aim at the eye I’ve already injured, then squeeze the trigger. The bolt hits squarely where the last one did, and the snake hisses, recoiling to crash against the opposite observation decks in a desperate bid to get away.


      My eyes lock onto the next bracket, and suddenly my concentration is total, maybe because I know this is the last opportunity I’m likely to get. The fifth and sixth brackets pop off with one shot each, and then I’m firing at the cable itself, bolt after bolt to try to sever it in two.


      The snake is recovering, and its hissing is louder than it’s been. Clearly it’s pissed, and it doesn’t plan to miss again. It’s lining up its next strike, just like a Troubleshooter lining up his shot.


      The beast darts forward. I get off one more bolt, then I’m leaping for the grate that was knocked out of its brackets. The end nearest me is now too high for me to jump onto, but I manage to grasp its end with my left hand, clutching the blaster with my right.


      As I hang there, the snake crashes into the wall behind me, and the cable sparks above us, holding on by a few tendrils.


      Summoning what feels like the last of my energy, I raise my arm and fire at the cable one last time. The shot severs one of the tethers holding it in place, and the weight of the cable does the rest of the work. It tears away, and falls into the water.


      With that, the snake shrieks—a piercing, otherworldly sound. It thrashes wildly, massive body spasming, muscles constricting. As it convulses, it pulls more and more of itself into the pool, until even its head is submerged.


      Part of its body bucks toward the grate I’m clinging to, and I release, knowing the grate will carry the shock to my body if I don’t.


      I land poorly on the deck below, slipping on the slick surface and getting banged up in several places, though I manage to keep my head from smacking off the hard floor.


      Across the room, more and more of the snake’s length is pulsing through the breach it made as the electricity forces it to convulse and constrict. Then, its tail comes through, and I take my chance to escape without getting shocked or crushed against the wall.


      Beyond, the labyrinth bears the signs of our passage. Great furrows have been gouged through, smeared with the blood of the snake as well as that of the tank people. Mine, too, probably, though I’ve had no time to take stock of my injuries.


      Harmony is still with the pirates, so I hobble as fast as I can manage through the labyrinth, if it can still be called that. A glassy-eyed drone waits for me behind one of the battered walls, but he doesn’t bother me. Maybe he’s had enough for one day. I know I have.


      “Fleshbag,” someone calls from my right, and I turn, staring in disbelief.


      “Dice. Holy shit.”


      He strides toward me, dark metal gleaming dully under the halogens. “Yes. An expression of surprise seems appropriate, given my escape from the pirates in the face of overwhelming odds.”


      “Incredible timing, too,” I say. “I just finished dealing with a giant snake.”


      The bot tilts it head to one side. “A what? Have you lost your wits?”


      Before I can answer, a rumbling comes from behind me, from the direction of the pool area. Fount. “Never mind,” I say, frowning. “Turns out I didn’t kill it. Come on. Follow me.”


      Together, the bot and I flee through the maze—an easier task than before, thanks to the new paths the snake trampled through it. My injuries don’t help, but I try to ignore them as best I can.


      “How did you get to the labyrinth without my seeing you?” I say. “Was there another entrance?”


      Dice nods. “I came from a door in that direction.” He jerks his thumb to indicate the way.


      The snake seems slower than before. It apparently lacks the wits to retrace its path, and it batters new paths through, though with less vigor than before. It takes longer for it to break through.


      “What is that?” Dice asks, glancing at me as we continue to run.


      “I told you. A giant snake.”


      He faces forward again. I can tell he’s still skeptical, but I’m sure it’s hard to reconcile the idea that I’ve lost it with the sound of the behemoth chasing us.


      “It’s Faelyn,” I say softly. “What’s left of her.”


      “She’s...inside the snake?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Can we put her back where she was?”


      “No. Faelyn’s gone, Dice.”


      We reach the observation room, where most of the pirates have fled. Harmony is here, with Vance and Bleak, whom they’ve dragged to a wall. Or maybe he was pushed there by the snake. Either way, they’re all still alive.


      “Get into that corner!” I yell at them, pointing at the same one Harmony had been in before. “Go!”


      “I won’t leave my father,” Vance says, which seems like a change of pace from shooting out his one remaining kneecap.


      “Harm, get in the corner!” I say. “Leave those idiots where they are.”


      But she helps her husband drag Bleak to the corner instead, and that will have to do.


      “Down there,” I say to Dice, pointing past the stalactites and stalagmites of shattered glass that border the viewing window. “We’ll make our last stand down there. Hopefully it will be enough.”


      A single tong projects from Dice’s right forearm, on the opposite side of his arm from the laser pistol. It splits apart to become a grappling hook, which he secures between two broad glass shards.


      That done, he leaps into the pit, and I follow him down, using his line to rappel down the wall. Above us, the broken glass rattles in its frame as the snakes surges nearer.


      We reach the bottom, and the grappling line feeds fully out of Dice’s arm, freeing him. I can hear the snake passing through the observation room as we sprint across the pit that once held it. Its birthplace, presumably, and hopefully also its place of dying.


      We turn together to face the snake as it wends its way down toward us from the observation room, seeming to grin as its tongue flicks past its fangs.


      It doesn’t have much to grin about. I can hear the glass daggers ripping its flesh as it pushes past them. Blood runs in rivulets between its scales, falling to the floor in a curtain of red.


      Dice and I open fire. “Aim for the eyes,” I yell, but he’s already doing that.


      We’re jogging backwards, though Dice’s aim remains steady enough that he might as well be standing still. My shots find their mark about half the time, which isn’t bad, all things considered.


      The snake’s progress slows, and though it trends in our direction, both its eyes are now punctured, useless.


      At last, it comes almost to a stop, but still inching slowly toward us.


      It’s dying—and not a moment too soon. We just reached the wall behind us.


      “Wait,” Dice says. “What if we transfer Faelyn’s consciousness into me?”


      I look at him. “Is that possible?”


      He nods.


      “What would happen to you?”


      “Do you care?”


      “No.” I draw a breath to call out to Harmony, but I don’t.


      Dice does. “I can house a human consciousness,” he shouts, voice amplified beyond what a human would be capable of. “There are precedents.”


      Harmony appears at the window, next to the snake, which is still oozing through the window but doesn’t seem to pose much danger any longer. Her gaze runs along the snake’s length, and she yells, “Come up, then. We don’t have long.”


      The grappling line is trapped underneath the snake, so we end up climbing its scales, which isn’t helped by the fact it’s still pushing into the pit in its daze. Dice makes it look easy, and he’s up well before I am. After a few minutes, Harmony tosses down a line she must have found somewhere, and I use it to clamber the rest of the way up.


      Peter Vance crouches near his father, who appears to be unconscious—whether from pain, shock, or exhaustion, I don’t know. Dice sits in an alcove in the wall to my left, connected to the terminal around him by several wires, and Harmony works at an interface nearby.


      “I don’t see us getting the snake back up here,” I say.


      “We don’t need to,” Harmony says. “It was engineered with implants inside its brain, so that it can receive a consciousness wirelessly. Shouldn’t be hard to reverse the process.”


      “Won’t Faelyn’s consciousness be expanded, after getting transferred to the construct? I thought you couldn’t transfer an expanded mind back.”


      “We wouldn’t be able to—not back into her body, if we still had it. But D1C’s hardware can accommodate her mind. It wasn’t stretched that much. Most of the snake’s consciousness was just noise, put there to prevent any risk of Faelyn from harnessing its full potential.”


      “How do you know how to do all this?”


      She shrugs. “I watched Bleak’s scientists while they worked. Listened to them. Wasn’t hard to figure out.”


      Dice just sits there through all this, saying nothing.


      “Thanks for doing this, Dice. It’s...actually pretty incredible,” I say.


      He doesn’t answer.


      “And thank you for your service.”


      After another few minutes of fiddling with the controls, Harmony extracts what looks like a drive from the console. I have no idea what she’s doing, but I trust she does. She punches in a few more commands, then turns, nodding. “We’re ready.”


      “Dice?” I say.


      “Do it.”


      Harmony enters a final command, and Dice gives a slight jolt. For a moment, he just sits there. Then, he rises shakily to his feet, staring down at his own hands.


      But I can tell it isn’t Dice any longer.


      Faelyn Eliot falls to her knees, metal hands wrapped around her new body, emitting what sounds like sobbing.


      I exchange glances with Harmony, and then she goes over to wrap her arms around Faelyn.
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      AFTER FAELYN’S TRANSFER into Dice’s body, Peter Vance ran from the room and returned ten minutes later with a medkit. I let him bandage up his father’s knees as best he can.


      Lucky for Bleak, the kneecap doesn’t have any main arteries, otherwise he would have bled out by now. I should probably kill him myself, but hell. Maybe I’m going soft. He is Harmony’s father-in-law, after all.


      After Vance finishes ministering to the father whose kneecap he himself blew out, I make him lead us back up through the research facility, calling off his father’s henchmen whenever we encounter them.


      The pirates look surprised to be taking orders from Peter Vance, but they obey. I guess Bleak didn’t find time to spread the word about what Vance did. Harmony being with us probably helps, too. A few of the pirates cast dark looks at Faelyn and I, no doubt remembering shootouts with me and Dice as we made our way through the facility.


      As we walk, I bend toward Harmony and say, “Where did that laser pistol end up, that you lifted from me back on Calabar?”


      “It’s on Europa’s Gift.”


      “Do I get it back?”


      “No.”


      Hmm. Just as well, I guess.


      When we reach the landing bay at last, I find the Ares pretty banged up, but spaceworthy as far as I can tell. Diagnostics synced with my datasphere confirm that assessment. Good.


      Among the other ships parked in the landing bay, I spot Europa’s Gift settled near the doors.


      Me, Faelyn, Harmony, and Vance now form a circle near my ship, with Harmony and her husband staring awkwardly at each other from opposite ends of it.


      “Go back to your father, Peter,” she says.


      Vance blinks, his shoulders hunched. ‘What will you do?” he asks softly, though I think he already senses the answer.


      “I’m leaving.”


      “What? Without me?”


      “That’s right.”


      “But we’re married,” he says, whining now.


      She nods. “And maybe we’ll meet again someday. If you survive what your father’s going to do to you.”


      Vance pales. “Let me come with you.”


      Harmony shakes her head. “You have things to face here. And I don’t need a husband who flinches whenever I look at him. Look, we got married. That hasn’t changed. And maybe, one day, you’ll be up to it.”


      Peter flinches, then stares at her like a kicked puppy.


      “Go,” Harmony says firmly, and he slinks away, back into the facility.


      That leaves just the three of us. Faelyn is twitchy but silent, and Harmony looks about to speak.


      Before she can, I say, “There’s someone aboard the Ares who’d like to speak to you, Harm.” I’ve already sent the order to switch off Asterisk, Belflower, and Moe—no need to break it to her she has two fathers now, for the time being. Harmony will be coming with us now, anyway, so if Moe wants to see her I’m sure there’ll be time later.


      She gives me an odd look before turning toward the Ares. The airlock recognizes her as my daughter, opening for her, and she disappears inside.


      “How are you doing?” I ask Faelyn, after a few minutes of silence.


      “I’m scared, Joe,” she says. The voice comes out as hers, not Dice’s, though it bears the same reverberation as all bot voices. I’m not sure why she sounds like herself. I guess the software must compile whatever voice fits the consciousness inside the bot best, and the speakers project that.


      But if you’d asked me before this, I would have told you that Dice’s voice was just the one he came packaged with. I hadn’t considered that he might have chosen that flat, disaffected sound.


      “Of course you are,” I say. Back on Tunis, Faelyn struck me as remarkably resilient, and she clearly is. But what she’s gone through would be enough to break an adult. Forget puberty—her body didn’t change gradually over years, it transformed radically, twice in the same week. “You’ve been through something no one should have to go through, let alone a girl your age.”


      She raises her metal hands. “I’m not a girl anymore. I’m something else.”


      “You’re still Faelyn Eliot,” I tell her. “You’re still Faelyn.”


      She pauses. Then: “Back on Tunis, you said I shouldn’t invite any bots to be in my play, because bots can’t act. You said a bot just is what it is.” Even synthesized, her voice trembles with emotion.


      I study her blank face—the same face that had always fit Dice’s detached persona so well. But why was Dice detached? What made him that way? The questions are rhetorical, of course. I’m sure I know the answers.


      “I had no idea what I was talking about,” I tell her.


      Faelyn sits on the floor and cradles her metal head in her hands. I continue standing, staring across the landing bay at nothing. Distractedly, I wonder whether P3P, the old family bot Harmony took with her when she left Calabar, is still insideEuropa’s Gift.


      A few minutes later, Harmony emerges from the Ares, her jaw set.


      “She tried to convince me to upload,” she says, after I raise my eyebrows. “She’s convinced the Subverse is the only place anyone can be safe and happy, anymore.”


      “What did you say?”


      “I told her no.”


      “Of course. Well, I’m glad you see through what they’re selling, with the Subverse. Now, let’s go home.”


      She tilts her head. “Home? You don’t mean Brinktown?”


      “I do.”


      “I don’t think so. Why would I want to go there?”


      I’m about to respond, but I close my mouth again. There isn’t really a good answer for that. Not any I’m aware of. “There’s nowhere else to take you,” I say at last.


      “I wouldn’t worry about that. You won’t be taking me anywhere.”


      I draw a breath. “Harm. You can’t keep doing this. I can’t let you go off by yourself again.”


      “You can’t stop me. Listen, Joe. I don’t know what would have happened down there if you hadn’t shown up. But I played a part in it, too. I helped you get the drop on Bleak.” She shakes her head. “I was planning to escape in Sterling’s ship in the next few days, to let you know what they were up to here.”


      “You were gonna escape through the blockade of pirate ships they had parked around the planet?”


      She shrugs. “I would have figured it out. I always do.”


      “Where were you planning to go, after you left Xeo?”


      “Out of the Brink. Coreward.”


      “How would you get past the sector barrier?” I ask slowly.


      “Bleak had exit coords, and Peter knew it. I helped him access them without tipping his father off. Peter is good for some things, you know.”


      I rub my forehead, trying my best to process it all. The slip coords that link each sector are some of the most closely guarded secrets in the galaxy. I guess Bleak’s clients must be just as powerful as he said they were. Still, the idea that a pirate has access to that kind of information...


      “Harm...you don’t know what you want right now. You think you do, but you don’t. And that’s understandable. You’ve had a messed up life, because I had a messed up life. But you have no idea what you’ll find in the Mid-Systems. It could be anything. Or it might be nothing, and you’ll starve. Food gets scarcer as you move toward the Core.”


      “I know that. And you’re right—I don’t know what I’ll find. That’s part of the adventure, isn’t it?”


      I shake my head. “That’s a really naive way of looking at it.”


      “Joe, you’ve never really been a father to me, and you don’t get to start now. Look, I’ll give you the slip coords, if you want them. I’m sure Bleak isn’t the only one working for the elites on projects like this one, and someone needs to stop them. I’m going to look for more information. But you can’t follow me. Not yet. You have other things to face.” Her gaze drifts to Faelyn. With that, she turns to walk across the landing bay, toward Europa’s Gift.


      “Harm,” I call after her. She stops, turning her head.


      “Did you...” I say, then clear my throat. “Did you consummate the marriage?”


      She laughs bitterly. “And risk creating a baby to grow up in a situation as messed up as the one you left me in? Bleak thinks we did, but no.”


      She marches the rest of the way to her ship, and the airlock opens to admit her. She disappears inside.
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      MARISSA DOESN’T REACT well to the idea that Harmony is going off on her own again. I put off our discussion about it until we’re in slipspace, by activating the other crewmembers and keeping them online till we make the transition.


      Even then, I consider deactivating her along with them. But I know that will only make our eventual conversational even worse.


      So after we reach slipspace, it’s just me and Marissa on the bridge. Faelyn is in my cabin—I let her have it for the trip, and she went in there as soon as we boarded. She hasn’t been out since. Eventually, she’ll need to go into Dice’s Repair and Recharge module, else she’ll shut down. But folding herself into the cramped space isn’t going to do much for her recovery.


      “Do you think the others have started wondering why we spend so much time talking alone?” I say, before Marissa can speak.


      “Yes,” she says, her tone icy. “I think they suspect there’s something going on between us. As in, romantically.”


      “What could be farther from the truth?” I say.


      “Joe, how could you let Harmony leave? How could you subject her to that kind of danger?”


      “I didn’t subject her to anything. She makes her own choices, just like we did when we were sixteen. She’ll be seventeen next month. I wasn’t about to wrestle her onto the Ares, or try to force her to upload like you seem to want.”


      Marissa narrows her eyes. “I don’t want to force her to do anything.”


      “You want her to upload. But you’re making my point for me. I didn’t want to force her either. That’s why she’s gone.”


      “You could have tried harder, Joe,” Marissa says, though she’s crying, now. Big, fat, digital tears. I’m starting to realize that I resent Marissa for uploading, even though her father forced her. “You could have said something.”


      “I’m not good with words,” I say, then shut her off before laying back in the command seat and closing my eyes.


      Just before we entered slipspace, a brainprint arrived from Dorothy Pikeman, but I’m not eager to crack it open to see what she has to say. I have plenty of time to speak to her, anyway. This leg of the journey is going to last three months, and the next will be nearly as long. It’s a fairly direct route to Tunis, but we still have a lot of space to cover.


      Almost six months. Plenty of time for the corrupt members of the Five Families attempting to break out of the Subverse to make more progress. I sent a message to Gauntlet alerting the Guard to the children held in stasis on Xeo, and I like to think they’ll go to collect them. But even if they do, I’m sure it won’t slow Fairfax and his people for long. They’ll soon be back on track with their plans to enslave what’s left of humanity.


      Six months is also plenty of time for Harmony to get into trouble, with her father thousands of light years away. Much too far to help.


      During the trip, I reactivate Marissa several more times, but each conversation is worse than the last. I find myself saying things to intentionally piss her off.


      “That’s my girl,” I say when she mentions Harmony’s refusal to entertain uploading to the Subverse. That gets a poisonous glare from Marissa, which I can understand. Convincing Harmony to upload would have been the only way for them to truly be together.


      But Marissa doesn’t get it. Harm is her father’s daughter. She’ll never upload.


      I don’t know why I keep reactivating Marissa to talk. Sometimes I let days go by, and once, on the second subspace leg of the journey, I let weeks pass. But I always bring her back onto the bridge eventually, to talk again. Maybe I do it just to guard my own sanity. Arguing with her is better than gibbering madly to myself.


      One thing does come out of our conversations: Marissa lets slip that before leaving, Harmony asked her for a copy of every brainprint her mother ever sent her, straight from Marissa’s “sent” folder. I spend several hours puzzling over why she’d make such a weird request, but I can’t come up with anything. She’d have copies in her account of the conversations she had with those same brainprints, so why ask for her mother’s?


      Faelyn keeps me occupied, too. I do what I can to help her get used to life as a bot, and to kill time I play chess with her on a projected board. She beats me handily every time—it’s like playing against a computer, and I wasn’t very good to begin with.


      I wonder what growing up will look like for her, now. Despite what I told her in the facility’s landing bay on Xeo, she’ll never become a woman. But will she still reach mental maturity, or will she forever be an eleven-year-old stuck in a bot’s body? Bots aren’t programmed to house a consciousness that’s still developing, but maybe Faelyn’s mind will take care of that on its own.


      Mentally, she’s still in chaos, but she seems to get better every day. She doesn’t break down into synthesized sobbing quite so much, or suddenly become unresponsive, as she has three times since we left Xeo. The third time, she wouldn’t react to any stimulus for two full days, even though she’d recharged just a few days before. That kept me awake, hunting desperately through my datasphere’s storehouse of knowledge for a solution, until suddenly she came back to me. Ever since then, she’s seemed better.


      A couple weeks ago, she started spending time with Maneater, who instantly accepted her, to my surprise. They often cuddle on the bunk, and Faelyn is careful not to harm her with her newfound strength, even though I’m pretty sure the German Shepherd could withstand a lot.


      It’s still odd to look at my old partner’s body and know that he isn’t in there anymore—that an eleven-year-old girl has taken his place. I wouldn’t have expected Dice to do what he did on Xeo. I wouldn’t have guessed he had it in him.


      But then, I’ve realized that even after a decade of serving together, I didn’t really know Dice at all.


      Near the end of the second trip through slipspace, I open Dorothy Pikeman’s brainprint. We’re alone on the bridge—I’m leaning against the railing that encircles Marissa’s station.


      Dorothy appears near Asterisk’s, her silver hair disheveled, her mouth hanging open in dismay. “Joe, what in the galaxy is going on? Why haven’t you opened this brainprint till now?”


      “I’ve been, uh...avoiding the conversation.”


      Her eyes widen in anger. “Because you knew you wouldn’t like what I had to say.”


      “That’s about right, yeah.”


      “Joe, I’ve been kept completely in the dark by you. Ever since Harmony left, I’ve been all by myself here in Brinktown, wondering if she’s even still alive. Then a ship came to pluck Daniel Sterling out of his mansion, without any explanation, which has everyone in a flurry. You said you would do something.”


      Suppressing a sigh, I say, “I did something.”


      “And? Is Harmony safe.”


      “I don’t know.”


      “How can you not know?”


      “She was safe when I saw her, a few months ago. But I haven’t seen her since.”


      “You left her? Your own daughter. You abandoned her.”


      “I tried to convince her to come with me. But I failed.”


      “How can you be so calm? Joe, I can barely sleep. I spend every day pacing the apartment, waiting for a brainprint that never comes. I’m so alone here, and no one ever thinks of me. You never thought of me, not when you were out in the streets of Brinktown causing trouble for us, and not now.”


      “You’re right,” I say.


      Her mouth hangs open for a moment, then she closes it slowly. “What?”


      “I agree with you.”


      Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t answer.


      “This is a big mess,” I say, “and I played a big part in making it. Possibly, all of it’s my fault. Seriously.”


      Dorothy blinks, then shakes her head, looking bewildered.


      “All I can say right now, Aunt Dorothy, is thank you. My father left you with a lot, and then so did I. You were far from the perfect parent. But you didn’t abandon me, and you didn’t abandon Harm. You raised us up as best you could, for someone who never wanted kids in the first place. So thank you.”


      Dorothy’s shoulders rise and fall as she takes a breath. “Thank you. For saying that.”


      I nod. “I’m gonna work on making things better, okay? Not saying I know the first thing about doing that, but I’m gonna try. I know saying that isn’t much, but it’s what I have to give you without bullshitting you. So I’m giving it.”


      “All right, Joe. All right.”
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TUNIS


        Chapter 64
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      FAELYN AND I DRAW CURIOUS stares as we cross the Grotto in the dry heat. A lot of the damage from the pirate attack has been repaired in the months since. It seems peace has returned to Tunis. For now. I wonder how long it will last.


      We near the red-brick monstrosity where the Eliots live, and I hear Faelyn start to sob quietly beside me. Out of happiness or fear, I’m not sure. It could be a mixture of both.


      “Are you sure they’ll take me back like this?” she asks, for the thousandth time since we left Xeo.


      “Of course,” I say. “They’re your parents. They’ll be happy to get you back in any form.”


      She doesn’t look so sure.


      “Hey,” I say. “I’m leaving Maneater here with you. She’ll be yours, from now on.”


      Faelyn’s head whips toward me, and even in a bot’s body, a young girl’s excitement shines through. “Really? Thank you!”


      “Don’t mention it. Uh, maybe change her name, though. And try not to let her eat your parents.” I’ve heard that once a dog has the taste of human flesh, there’s no going back. So they’ll probably have to keep the German Shepherd on a tight leash. Faelyn won’t have any problem, of course, since she’s made of metal now. And I’m sure she’ll be responsible with controlling the dog around other people. As for Arthur, I for one won’t care too much if he gets eaten.


      We mount the front step, and I try the door without knocking. It’s unlocked, so I pull it open and step inside, Faelyn right behind me.


      “Eliot!” I yell. I stand facing Arthur Eliot’s office door. Faelyn hangs back, staring at the floor.


      A few moments of silence pass, and I wonder if he’s even home. Then, the office door creaks open, and Eliot staggers out, clearly drunk.


      “What?” he asks in that ugly way some people have when they’re thoroughly intoxicated.


      Originally, I’d planned to launch into a lengthy explanation of how Faelyn’s consciousness ended up first inside a snake, and then inside my cybernetic partner’s body. But Eliot’s demeanor has robbed me of my will to do that. Instead, I try not to glare at him as I gesture toward Faelyn. “Your daughter. Returned to you.”


      A sneer twists Eliot’s lips. “What kind of game is this?”


      “I told you I’d bring Faelyn back to you. And I have. Her physical body is lost, but her mind is now inside this bot.”


      “Wasn’t that the whole point?” he asks. “To bring back her physical body? Hermind is copied a thousand times over, all across the galaxy.”


      I glance back at Faelyn, who has slumped even further. Then I take a step toward Eliot, hands curling into fists. “The point was to return your daughter to you, so that you can be together in this life. In real life, not some cheap copy of life, inside a magic trick performed by a computer.”


      “Arthur?” a voice calls from the stairs. Zelah Eliot’s lithe form descends, a purple dress flaring around her legs. “What is it?”


      “Mommy?” Faelyn says, and Zelah’s eyes land on her, widening.


      During this exchange, I’m using my datasphere to zoom in on Zelah’s face, and I note the excess of makeup used there. Makeup to cover fresh bruises.


      “You bastard,” I say as I cross the foyer toward Arthur Eliot.


      His face screws up in concentration as he puts up his fists to mount some manner of pathetic defense. My jab moves too fast for him to react, popping him between the eyes and putting him on the floor. That done, I pin him with my knees and begin smacking him with my fists, again and again. Blood spurts from his nose, his cheeks split, and his face is swelling already. Zelah is shrieking from the staircase, but Faelyn is completely silent, probably in shock.


      “Stop this at once!” screams a voice from my left.


      Then, a black-clad figure is knocking me off Eliot, and we’re rolling together across the marble floor. I quickly gain the upper hand, pinning my assailant to the floor.


      It’s Sergeant Wile. I place a knee across his chest as he struggles to get up. “Stand down, Sergeant,” I say, but he continues to fight. “Stand down, Sergeant,” I bark, and this time he stays still.


      I turn, then, heading back toward Eliot, who’s still lying on his back, spitting up teeth and blood. I snap open my holster and remove the blaster, leveling it at his head.


      “No!” Faelyn screams, and only the urgency in her voice stays my hand. She rushes forward and throws her metal body across her father, shielding him. A second later, Zelah arrives and adds her body.


      “Don’t,” she says, looking up at me, her lip trembling. “Don’t.”


      I stare at them both in disbelief. Then I lower the blaster.


      “You don’t have the right,” she says, turning away, toward her husband. She lowers a hand to tenderly cup his bruised cheek.


      That’s an even bigger slap across the face. I stand over them, blaster in hand, seething. My teeth grind together, and my grip on the weapon is hard enough that I’m in danger of scoring their immaculate marble floor.


      I could pull them off with ease and finish it. Maybe it would even be better for them, in the long run.


      “You’ve been screwing the Guard for years, haven’t you?” I yell at Arthur Eliot through his wife and cybernetic daughter. “Doing the bidding of the puppet masters behind this shitshow. Slowly killing what you created—the only organization that keeps the galaxy from descending into total anarchy.” My breathing comes rapidly, now, my shoulders rising and falling, my back tense. “Then you started to show a little spine, so they took Faelyn, and you fell to pieces.”


      Eliot doesn’t answer. I glance at the other Guardsman, where he stands near the bottom of the stairs, hands clenched into fists.


      “Fount damn it,” I spit. I march across the foyer and out the door.


      Nothing about this feels right—leaving Faelyn and Zelah in the hands of the deranged thing Eliot has let himself become. But it’s what they’ve apparently chosen, and I realize that ultimately, Zelah’s correct: I don’t have the right.


      When I return to the Ares, I take Maneater outside and tie her to a post near the spacepad. Then, I kneel in front of her and ruffle her ears. “Goodbye, girl,” I whisper. “Thanks for everything.” She whines through the steel-cage muzzle, which I left on in case any unsuspecting Grotto residents happened upon her.


      It’s tough leaving her, but right, I think. Dogs don’t belong in space. Definitely not on a ship as small as the Ares. “You held your own, though, girl.” I kiss her on the top of the head, then I will the airlock to open and step inside.


      When I do, there’s a brainprint waiting from Daniel Sterling. I activate it right away.


      “What?” I growl.


      He raises his eyebrows. “Testy, aren’t we?” He sneers, much like Eliot sneered a few minutes ago. “Where’s my ship?”


      “You’ll never see your ship again. Where’s my money?”


      “What if I said the same to you?”


      “Then the entire Subverse would hear about it, and the Sterling name would get even more mud on it.”


      The sneer widens. “Your tokens will be wired to your account.”


      “Thanks, Dad. I knew it was a good idea to get tangled up with a rich girl.” Then I shut him off, for the contents of the conversation to make their way by spacescraper to whatever gaudy estate he’s holed himself up in.


      I drop into the command seat with my full weight and stare across the empty bridge.


      I’ve always told myself that performing a Guardsman’s duties meant protecting the people of this sector just as much as protecting Subverse infrastructure. But I’m beginning to think the Subverse isn’t worth protecting, and the people of the Andora Sector don’t want my help.


      Well, that’s unfair—I’m starting to calm down from the exchange inside the Eliots’ foyer, and I can see that. The fact is, I’ve never had any idea how to actually help people. But somehow, in some screwed up way, I think I did the right thing by returning Faelyn to Tunis, even in cybernetic form. I may have even done a good thing, or at least something that will prove to be a net good.


      And now that I have slip coords for entering the Mid-Systems...


      “Activate crew.”


      Moe, Asterisk, Glory Belflower, and Marissa all appear at their respective stations.


      Belflower gushes with enthusiasm. “Captain, your latest versecast is blowing up.Billions of people are glued to their dataspheres, waiting to see where your story goes next. Your daughter leaves, after you went through all that trouble to save her? Faelyn Eliot turned into a snake, and then a bot, to be returned to her family in that form? It’s too good. People are lapping it up.”


      I resist the urge to cover my face with my palm. For a moment, I forgot that we were versecasting everything, now. “Wait. How do they know Harmony’s my daughter?”


      “Why, it was in the versecast I put out en route to Tunis,” Belflower says, all innocence. “But it’s time to change tacks,” she says. “The ‘lost-daughter’ arc is played out, I think. But you’ve always had questions about your father’s identity, right?”


      My gaze snaps onto her face. “How do you know about that?”


      Belflower waves her hand dismissively. “Please. You’re the subject of an immense, crowd-sourced research project now. Every available detail of your life is being dug up by amateur biographers and held under the microscope. So, anyway. Here’s what I have in mind: you’re the classic troubled man, with lots of demons. You’ve done plenty of things you regret. And now you’re on a quest, not just to save the galaxy, but to uncover the truth about what happened to your father. Did he really join the knighthood? Is he just a deadbeat like you consider yourself to be? Think of it, sir: a redemption story, combined with the quest to uncover your true origins. I’m going to make you the most famous versecaster in history.”


      “Yeah. Fine.” I try to conceal how dazed I feel after the sound-bite-sized psychoanalysis Belflower just dropped on me. “Whatever.” I turn to Moe. “I’ve transmitted exit coords to your console. Get me to them.”


      He stares at me for a long moment, and it crosses my mind to wonder how much longer he’s going to be willing to follow my orders. He’s been pretty pissed off ever since not getting the chance to see Harmony before she took off.


      “Exit coords for this system?” he says at last.


      “What? No. For this sector. Take the most efficient route through Andora. We’re going to the Echo Sector. We don’t have time for sightseeing, though we’ll have to find somewhere to resupply along the way to Echo. I’m sure as hell not asking Eliot to do that.” I pause, then add: “Harmony may need us, Moe.”


      His face sours, but he gets to work.


      “We’re going coreward?” Asterisk says, voice tinged with disbelief.


      “That’s right.”


      “Why? This isn’t what I signed up for.”


      “None of this shit is what you signed up for. We’re not a Guard ship anymore. We’re effectively outlaws, now. Do what I say or I’ll delete you. How about that?”


      Asterisk turns. “You still haven’t answered my question,” he grumbles.


      “You heard Belflower. We’re saving the galaxy, or whatever. Just get me coreward.”


      Of course, saving the galaxy is so close to the end of my to-do list it might as well be missing. What has the galaxy ever done for me? There are two things I care about: making sure Harmony is safe and getting revenge on Fairfax—for kidnapping Faelyn and the rest of the children, for ruining their lives.


      And for killing me. An eye for an eye, I say. Next, it’s his turn.
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  WHEN LORD HARVIK RECEIVED the summons to appear before Lavan XI, Gerent of the K’Tai Imperium, he had thought he would be ordered to take his command against yet another secessionist system: a mission which was becoming all too common among the fleet, and one which Harvik felt a growing unease in carrying out. As Harvik entered the Citadel, the ancestral home of the Lavan family since the earliest days of their centuries-old dynasty and the beating heart of the K’Tai Imperium, he felt the weight of history bear heavily on his broad shoulders as his footsteps rang on the worn cobbles and echoed from the ancient walls encompassing the Citadel.


  The historic fortress dominated the skyline of the K’Tai Imperium's capital city of Farak, a sprawling metropolis covering over 243,000 square kilometers of the planet Tarava’s surface like some giant leech made of concrete and metal. A population of 200 million serviced the bureaucratic needs of an Imperium which held sway over 300 star systems.


  As tradition demanded, Harvik paused as he reached the center of the courtyard, for here, gazing down upon all who entered the Citadel, was the 100-meter-tall statue of Rig. Positioned equidistantly along the circumference of the statue were the guardians of his teaching, the Kem Tak, their pure white armor polished to a point where Harvik saw his face reflected in their chest plates. The Kem Tak were promoted as the epitome of the K’Tai warrior. Standing two metres tall, their dark blue skin served to highlight their unblinking, ice blue eyes which stared out from below thick, heavily boned cranial plates which curved down sharply to meet at a pointed jaw. Their shaven heads were uncovered, so all and sundry saw their cold, hard faces and recognized without doubt that they were ready and willing to use the gleaming, deadly pulse rifles held in gauntleted hands to protect the figure of the K’Tai whose teachings shaped their very souls.


  Rig was the first Gerent, a warrior noble who, through force of arms and sheer willpower, unified the warring houses of the K’Tai over 2000 years earlier into one nation and set the K’Tai on the course to greatness. Rig had taken on a near religious place in the heart of the K’Tai warriors. His teachings on honor, fealty and respect for one’s foe had become the cornerstone which shaped the Imperium as it encompassed its home-world before spreading out among the stars to become the greatest empire the galaxy had ever known.


  The thick stone walls of the Citadel saw many a foe waste themselves on its impenetrable walls and gates; however, there were things that even the strongest physical defenses could not protect from, and one of those things is idealism.


  An idea had found fertile ground among the growingly disenfranchised masses. The idea that all K’Tai are born equal, no matter your lineage. This idea had spread to encompass the two subjugated races of the Imperium. The Sona had been conquered 2000 years before and were regarded by most pureblood K’Tai as little more than semi-intelligent laborers; the Valan, in comparison, had been fully integrated into K’Tai society. The Valan were to be found in every great house and at the heart of the industrial and economic centers that those houses controlled. They might have red skin and physically differ from the K’Tai, but only a fool would think that without their unfaltering service the Imperium could remain as strong as it was.


  Now, though, the voices of dissent whispered in dark corners and in small gatherings. Slowly but surely, the voices gathered strength and then, the unimaginable occurred. Tarat, youngest son of the Gerent, came out as a supporter of those calling for a change to the age-old system. Before the Imperium could react, Tarat became the leader of these secessionists, and several Mormaer, the provincial governors, had joined him. The Imperium faced a de facto civil war, its first in its 3000-year history. The aging Gerent was mortally wounded by his youngest son’s betrayal. It was said that he was no longer capable of handling the day to day running of the Imperium and this responsibility was now taken on by the Devisee, the designated heir of the Gerent, his eldest son Sinal.


  So lost in his thoughts was Harvik that he failed to notice the approach of the Valan whose purple robes identified him as a member of the Gerent’s personal household staff.


  “My Lord Harvik,” the Valan said with his chin tucked into his chest. With a wave of his hand, Harvik released him to continue speaking.


  “I have been given the honor of being your escort. If you will follow me.”


  Harvik nodded his assent before trailing the Valan into and through the Great Hall, an imposing building where the Gerent would hold grand formal dinners below a high arched ceiling hand-painted with the symbols of every noble house. Reaching the far end of the hall, the Valan servant halted. A solitary member of the Devisee’s own House Guard stood post before a set of exquisitely carved wooden doors.


  Without the usual pomp and ceremony that accompanied the arrival of a noble of an important house such as Harvik, he was shown into the Crown Room. As the doors closed behind him, Harvik noted the gilded seat reserved for the Gerent was empty, while the chair to its right, the position of the Devisee, was occupied by Sidal. It took Harvik a moment to realize that apart from the two of them, the room was empty. Harvik was too long in the tooth to be fooled by the apparent lack of any guards or aides. Every square inch of the room was undoubtedly covered by surveillance cameras, with armed guards behind every door ready to spring to the Devisee’s defense if they perceived a threat. Nevertheless, Harvik understood the gesture for what it was. Sidal was indicating the level of trust and confidence he had in the older K’Tai warrior.


  Rising from his chair, Sidal came forward to greet the Imperium’s premier fleet commander. “Welcome, Lord Harvik. May I offer you a drink? Larak wine, perhaps? The Citadel’s cellars hold a fine vintage.”


  Harvik tried not to let Sidal’s overtly friendly welcome phase him. Anyone who believed that Sidal had any room in his heart for friendship was an idiot. The oldest son of the Gerent was a shrewd politician who had spent the last two decades being groomed for the day he would ascend to the throne of the Imperium, and if rumor was correct, he had replaced the aging Gerent in everything but name. The fact that the Gerent himself was not present at this meeting only lent credence to the rumors of his failing health.


  “Perhaps a small glass, Your Highness. My time in the Oslav system has not allowed me much in the way of the finer things in life.”


  Sidal poured the older K’Tai a glass of the fine red wine and gestured for him to sit. Harvik did as he was instructed, shifting his weight in the plush seat, a far cry from his usual no-frills command chair aboard the fleet carrier Walak. Harvik waited for Sidal to take a sip of his wine before following suit; there was, after all, a strict protocol to be followed no matter how friendly the environment seemed. Sidal eyed the man that had been his father’s most trusted military adviser and close friend since both had been young men in the service of the then-Gerent Caral III, Sidal’s grandfather. Lord Harvik might be as old as his father, but he showed no signs of being bowed by the heavy weight of commanding the premier strike fleet in the entire Imperium. In fact, it appeared to Sidal that the opposite was true, and Harvik could easily have passed for a man twenty years his junior. Harvik, for his part, kept his face emotionless as he waited in respectful silence for the heir to the throne to speak.


  “My father and the entire Imperium rejoice at the news that you were able to return Oslav and those citizens loyal to the Imperium once more to our lawful control. It is unfortunate that the traitor Balal and his secessionist followers were able to take their own lives before being put on trial for their crimes.”


  A questioning frown creased Harvik’s high forehead. “Claviger Balal is dead? There must be some mistake, Your Highness. The Claviger and his troops surrendered. I personally negotiated directly with him. Once my fleet had obtained control of the high orbits and the Black Legion had secured the ground around his palace, he had little choice if he was to prevent any undue civilian casualties. When I received your summons to return to the Citadel, he and his troops were alive and well in the custody of Lady Kara. I doubt very much that she or her legion would allow harm to come to him.”


  Sidal slowly twirled the delicate stem of the wine glass in his fingers. “After your recall Balal, and his fellow traitors were transferred to the custody of the Kem Tak. Shortly after which, they attempted a mass escape. The Kem Tak were forced to open fire. There were no survivors. It appears Balal was not willing to face the humiliation of a public trial and its no doubt guilty verdict.”


  Sidal’s blasé statement that the former Claviger of Oslav and 1500 of his loyal troops had been killed by the Kem Tak caused the blood to drain from Harvik’s face, strong fingers tightening around the fine stem of the magnificent crystal glass, threatening to snap it. Harvik struggled to contain his anger and his voice came out low and barely under control.


  “Your Highness, I made a personal promise to Balal that he and his men would be treated in accordance with the teachings of Rig. Their deaths are a stain on my honor and that of my house!”


  Sidal waved his wine glass in the air dismissively, a sly smile on his lips. “Nonsense, Lord Harvik. You are in no way responsible for their deaths. You negotiated their surrender in good faith. How were you to know that those traitorous scum were planning to escape? For all you know, that may have been their plan all along. These secessionists have no honor. If anything, the Kem Tak have saved the Imperium the expense of a trial.”


  Harvik slowly placed his glass on the table’s surface. Its fine vintage now felt bitter in his mouth. Carefully he constructed his next question, praying that he did not receive the reply he feared would shame his house forever.


  “And what of the Claviger’s family and those of his followers?”


  “Ah yes, I believe they are also in the custody of the Kem Tak and are awaiting transportation to re-education camps.”


  A chill ran down Harvik’s spine. Would there be another attempted break out? Another excuse for the Kem Tak to rid Sidal of an unwanted problem? Harvik, like all K’Tai, had been raised with the teachings of Rig. During the wars of unification, Rig had stood above the others by showing compassion to his defeated enemies, turning many into allies by showing clemency. Throughout his long career Harvik had striven to follow his example, and it was one of the many reasons that he had risen to such prominence in the forces of the Imperium. The Kem Tak, on the other hand, had become a byword for dishonor. Harvik doubted that any of the relatives and friends of the defeated Balal would make it to a re-education camp. Rig demanded that he do his best to secure their safety. But how to word it?


  “If I may make a suggestion, Your Highness?”


  Sidal was surprised that the older K’Tai would be so forward with the heir to the throne. Perhaps after his next task, a suggestion should be made that he retire to his estates. Sidal’s sly smile morphed into a welcoming one.


  “Please, Lord Harvik. How could I not listen to a suggestion from one so experienced as yourself?”


  The attempt at sarcasm washed over Harvik like the pathetic attempt that it was.


  “With the secessionists defeated in the Oslav sector, the Kem Tak must be at full stretch to investigate and arrest any trace elements of the treachery. Perhaps Lady Kara and the Black Legion may be able to shoulder some of the Kem Tak’s burden. If the Claviger’s family and remaining followers were returned to her custody, then she could ensure their safe transport to the re-education camps, freeing up the Kem Tak for more... important tasks?”


  Sidal regarded Harvik for a moment with suspicious eyes. What was he up to? Sidal dismissed the thoughts. Harvik was most likely only following some misguided Rig honor code and besides, his idea made sense. The Kem Tak could ill afford the resources required to move large numbers of prisoners, while Lady Kara and the Black Legion were scheduled for a period of rest and refitting following the fierce fighting in Oslav. The system’s space-based industrial complexes had been of such value to the Imperium that it precluded Lord Harvik’s fleet from simply reducing them to expanding clouds of stellar dust. Harvik’s ships had had to fight their way into the heavily defended system, defenses which had included a substantial number of heavy fleet units loyal to the now deceased Claviger Balat’s house. Harvik had taken a significant number of casualties before overcoming the Claviger’s space borne forces and getting close enough for a successful assault by the Black Legion to retake the vital infrastructure. The secessionists had fought hard; however, the Black Legion were the best soldiers in the entire Imperium and they had won the day. The reports which reached Sidal were akin to the tales of old: Lady Kara had led every assault personally. Many considered it a mistake by the Gerent to allow Lady Kara to succeed her father as head of the House of Rala following his unfortunate death. There had been whispers that perhaps the Gerent was showing her undue favor and that it would be better for the Gerent to insist that Lady Kara should wed another of noble blood so that her house might be combined with another. There would have been no end of potential suitors for Lady Kara, for she was as beautiful as she was deadly. In the end, though, the Gerent had decreed that the young Kara should take on the mantle of head of her house and, as was her right, commander of the Black Legion. Lady Kara soon silenced her doubters as she proved time after time that she was indeed her father’s daughter, leading the Black Legion in a series of stunning victories against the enemies of the Imperium. The Gerent’s decision to combine the wisdom of Lord Harvik with the impetuous nature of Lady Kara had resulted in a finely edged sword that had yet to fail the Imperium.


  Sidal allowed himself an appreciative sip of his Larak wine, keeping Harvik waiting for his answer. When he judged that he was reaching the end of what was polite, he answered.


  “As usual, my lord, I see that you have a firm grasp of the situation. The Kem Tak are indeed required for more pressing duties. Only yesterday I was forced to dispatch units of my own Palace Guard to bolster their presence in the Paral sector after Claviger Weren announced that he was breaking his sworn oath of loyalty and siding with Tarava.” The strength of venom that Sidal’s statement finished with took Harvik by surprise, but not as much as the news that Weren had thrown his lot in with the secessionists. Weren had always been a loyal supporter of the Imperium and his house was nearly as old as Harvik’s own, though far wealthier, for the Paral sector was the Imperium’s main supplier of Redlazore, the key mineral in the only known functioning star drive. With the flow of Redlazore from Paral blocked, it would only be a matter of time before the Imperium exhausted its remaining stockpiles, effectively rendering the Imperium’s starships nothing more than expensive heaps of metal. Harvik now grasped the real reason that he had been summoned to the Citadel. He was to lead his fleet against that of Weren and secure the Redlazore mines. Harvik placed his glass on the table and stood with a sense of urgency, which was swiftly replaced by puzzlement as Sidal continued to sit holding his delicate wine glass.


  “Your Highness, that is indeed troubling news. With your permission, I would like to return to my ship and begin immediate plans to retake Paral...”


  The raised hand of Sidal halted him mid-sentence. “Units have already been dispatched to Paral, my lord, with orders to blockade the sector. Please...” Sidal indicated Harvik’s vacant seat.


  Harvik’s sense of puzzlement returned as he retook his seat and awaited Sidal’s explanation.


  “If I may beg your indulgence, my lord? What do you think the effect of a blockade of the Paral sector will be?”


  Harvik’s puzzlement turned to caution. Sidal was an experienced strategist and the effect of a blockade must be as obvious to him as it was to Harvik. Was the heir to the throne testing him? Testing him to see if he would give an honest answer or the one that Sidal expected from some sycophant who only wanted to ingratiate himself? Well, Harvik was too old and too weary to disguise the truth.


  “A simple blockade of Paral will have the effect of cutting off the supply of Redlazore to both loyal Imperium forces and those of the secessionists. If the blockade holds, then eventually both sides will exhaust their supplies and both sides’ fleets will be incapable of interstellar action. The conflict will simply grind to a halt through lack of mobility.”


  Sidal pointed a long finger at Harvik to emphasize his point. “Exactly, my lord! Paral is the only major source of Redlazore in the entire Imperium. With neither side having access to it, then the war is a stalemate...unless...”


  Harvik leaned in toward Sidal, eager to hear more. “Unless what, Your Highness?”


  The smile that spread across Sidal’s lips was one of satisfaction, he had the older warrior’s full attention. “What if the Imperium had access to a nearly unlimited supply of Redlazore? A supply which I want you, my lord, and Lady Kara to secure for me.” The look of confusion on Harvik’s face only made Sidal’s smile grow.


  “But you have said so yourself, Your Highness. There are no other sources of Redlazore within the Imperium. The original mines on Rove and Kula are long exhausted. Paral has been our only source of the mineral for a generation, unless by some great fortune and in the greatest secrecy you have discovered an alternative source?”


  Sidal enjoyed his fleeting moment of one-upmanship as Harvik keenly awaited the smiling Sidal to reveal his secret. “Not at all, my lord. I intend to take what we need from the humans. On the planet the humans call Agate are deposits of Redlazore which make those on Paral pale in comparison. You will plan and execute an operation to seize and hold Agate. In a single stroke, we will neutralize human expansion on our borders and rid ourselves of the secessionists once and for all.” Sidal sat back in his comfortable seat as he watched Harvik process what he had just said.


  For the older warrior’s part, he fought back the urge to stare in disbelief at the audaciousness of Sidal’s plan, instead allowing time for his brain to consider the idea. An idea which, when he got over the initial shock, had merit. For years the humans had been pressing up to the borders of the Imperium as they rushed to colonize any world where they could scratch out a meager living. Their expansion had only been limited by their meager supply of the essential Redlazore. The humans had been in trade talks with the Imperium to negotiate access to the Redlazore mines on Paral, but the Imperium’s negotiating team had, much to the humans’ frustration, successfully blocked them at every turn. However, with the discovery of the massive deposits on Agate, the Imperium had lost its most important card in the negotiations. A move by the Imperium to take Agate would put them back in control of the supply of Redlazore again and therefore in control of human expansion. On the other hand, the Imperium had not launched a war of expansion for over 200 years. Fighting the secessionists was one thing, but fighting another multi-star species was something else entirely. From deep within his mind, Harvik accessed what he knew about the humans’ fighting ability. Since the Imperium had first encountered them, the humans had fought two major interstellar wars, both of which they had won. The most recent conflict had been with the Lorentian Confederation. The Confederation was roughly twice as large as the Human League of Planets and had been widely expected to defeat the humans easily. In a move which had shocked observers, the humans had launched a surprise attack on the capital world of the Confederation, which had succeeded in forcing the Confederation to sue for peace under the gun barrels of human warships in orbit. The human victory had left no doubt in anyone’s mind that they had a proficient military led by competent leaders. Nevertheless, the K’Tai Imperium was several orders of magnitude larger than the Confederation. The fleet that Harvik alone commanded was equal to that fielded by the Confederation during the entire war, and the defenses on and around Tarava would not be so easily circumvented by an attacking force, as had happened to the Confederation home world.


  The strategist in Harvik worked the problem of how to secure Agate. The world was right on the border between the Imperium and human controlled space, which meant that there would be no requirement to take and hold any other human worlds en route to Agate. The nearest human naval base was in the sector capital of Doberman, so it was unlikely that he would encounter any substantial naval opposition, although that would need to be firmed up by good intelligence, along with anything they could dig up on planetary defenses and likely ground opposition that the Black Legion would face. The only fly in the ointment was the reaction of the humans to their primary source of Redlazore being taken from them. Surely when they realized that they faced the weight of the Imperium, they would come to their senses and accept the new reality of the situation. It would require a lot of staff work, but the beginnings of a plan were forming in Harvik’s mind.


  Seeing that Harvik had reached some form of conclusion, Sidal interrupted the warrior’s deliberations. “Well, my lord, can you do it?”


  Harvik sat up straighter in his seat. “Yes, Your Highness. It can be done.”


  Sidal stood and Harvik followed suit. “Then I suggest you return to your ship and begin your planning. I expect you to be ready to launch your invasion by the time of my father’s birthday. I think Agate would be a suitable present, don’t you?”


  “Indeed, Your Highness, most suitable.”
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    Chapter Two


    


  

Fight or Flight
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  H HOUR MINUS FIVE HOURS


  The Border Patrol corvette Cadiz was slowly making her way along the final leg of her patrol route, which would see her finish a long two-month tour of the Harbridge Zone, the boundary surrounding any star system beyond which the interstellar Cazmir Engine could be engaged without fear of the massive invisible gravitational eddies that flowed between planets and stars ripping an unwary ship and its crew apart.


  It had been an uneventful patrol for the Cadiz and its complement of seventy-five crew. There had been no sign of any pirate activity, something which had become more prevalent since the discovery of the rich veins of Redlazore on Agate, the single habitable planet in this system. The sudden influx of miners to extract the precious mineral had led to a boom in the once backward planet’s economy. Large corporations had moved in, and overnight the number of cargo ships trafficking between Agate and the sector capital of Doberman, some eight days sailing at the cruising speed of 4.5 light minutes per hour for a million-tonne merchantman, had increased a hundredfold. The rich pickings that these lumbering merchantmen presented had been too much for a few enterprising privateers who, in their hybrid warships, had targeted them as they dragged themselves clear of the Harbridge Zone and entered the relative safety of faster than light travel. Hence the presence of the League of Planets Border Patrol in the space surrounding Agate. The arrival of Rear Admiral Louise Alderman and her 6th Independent Cruiser Squadron had been enough to scare off all but the most ardent privateer, especially since Admiral Alderman was a firm believer in the death penalty for piracy and did not shrink from enforcing it. A combination of the Border Patrol light cruisers riding escort for merchantmen and the vid images of convicted pirates hanging from public gallows had made the Agate system a peaceful place once more.


  A fact that Commander Torborg was grateful for. He, along with the men and women of the Border Patrol, had bigger fish to fry. Agate was located on the edge of human and K’Tai space, and the millennia-old K’Tai Imperium had no love for the fresh-faced humans whom they saw as the new kids on the block. The scarceness of Redlazore, the key mineral in the manufacture of the Cazmir Engine, within human-controlled space had been the only thing restraining human expansion. Redlazore was so expensive and rare that only the military and the richer corporations could afford it, and as such they had a virtual monopoly on interstellar travel. The League had been in negotiations for years with the K’Tai to secure access to their supplies of the mineral, but the K’Tai had been dragging their feet; but now, with the virtually unlimited supply of Redlazore on Agate, there would be no holding back human expansion throughout the galaxy. Something which the K’Tai were taking a very dim view of, if the latest vid reports were to be believed. As the lowly commander of a Border Patrol corvette, Torborg might not have access to the latest classified intelligence available to Battle Fleet, but, the K’Tai had walked away from the trade negotiations and it looked like they had no intention of returning any time soon.


  In a vain attempt to chase away a burgeoning yawn, Torborg heaved himself from his seat, only to find himself suddenly and violently flung to the deck plates as the Cadiz bucked wildly.


  “Report!” he screamed as he tried to get to his feet, only to be picked up as if by some invisible hand and launched into the back of the helmsman’s chair as the Cadiz lurched sideways. The raised voice of the weapons’ officer penetrated the spinning of his head.


  “We’re under attack, Captain! High-order energy weapon impacts on the upper starboard quarter!”


  Blood was streaming from a nose which Torborg suspected to be broken, but there was no time to waste. The Cadiz was under attack! “Shields up. Weapons free to return fire.”


  “Shields up. Weapons free to return fire. Aye aye, sir,” repeated the weapons’ officer as he raced to raise the Cadiz’s energy shields to protect her from the onslaught of her unseen enemy.


  Torborg forced the pain in his head from his mind as he clawed for the back of the helmsman’s chair and levered himself back on his feet, staggering the few steps back to his seat. Restraints automatically engaged as the seat sensed his body settling into it. Torborg used his sleeve to wipe his eyes clear, ignoring the trail of blood his action left on his once impeccable uniform.


  The impact of more enemy fire wracked the Cadiz to its very frame and damage alarms rang across the bridge, only to be promptly silenced as they were acknowledged. The sound of urgent orders dispatching emergency teams battled with the raised voice of the weapons’ officer as he urged the crew to battle stations. This is no pirate firing on us. The power of the weapons... They’ve gotten within range to use them without detection... they are professionals, thought Torborg.


  An ear-piercing shriek filled the air before thick white smoke blanketed the bridge. The Cadiz shook as if an ancient, angry god had picked her up and tried to pull her apart.


  “Captain! Hull breaches reported on decks one through five. We’re venting atmosphere! Shields have failed along the entire starboard side. Another hit like the last one and...”


  Torborg did not have to hear the unsaid words. The Cadiz was finished.


  “Comms. Signal to Admiral Alderman. Am under heavy fire from an unknown number of warships. Suffered significant damage. Attempting to withdraw. Torborg. Commander. BPS Cadiz.” Torborg didn’t wait for the communications officer to acknowledge before he rattled off his next order. “Helmsman. Make your course one-eight-six mark-four full military power. Roll ship to bring the port shielding between us and the enemy. Weapons, have you identified a target yet?” When the weapons’ officer failed to reply immediately, Torborg spun to face him, ready to repeat his order; but the words stalled in his throat as his eyes registered the form hanging limply from its restraints, the control panel in front of it a shattered, smoking wreck. The weapons’ officer’s body had taken the full impact of whatever had destroyed his station. Before Torborg could order another station to take over weapons control, Cadiz was battered by another salvo which rattled Torborg’s teeth in his head. The hit was a bad one. The strangled, horrified scream from engineering only served to confirm his suspicion.


  “Containment breach! The core is going critical!”


  Cadiz was finished, and there was not a moment to lose if Torborg was to save as many of his crew as he could. His finger mashed down on the all hands announcer on the seat’s armrest. “All hands, this is the captain. Abandon ship! Abandon...”


  #
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  ABOARD THE FLEET CARRIER Walak—named after the First Lord of the House of Jal, a house that its current head, Lord Harvik, was determined to lead in honor and success—Harvik watched on impassively as the pale blue icon which had represented the beleaguered human corvette blinked three times before vanishing from the display that covered one entire wall of the command deck, returning it once more to the sereneness of vast emptiness that was the outer reaches of the Agate system. His eyes swept over the display, searching for anything which might indicate that his great armada had been detected. Nothing. The corvette had been the only human ship out this far. Probably just carrying out a routine patrol of the Harbridge Zone, thought Harvik. Never expecting to run slap bang into a cruiser screen comprising the latest and best the K’Tai Imperium had to offer. Harvik felt a momentary pang of sadness for the little ship’s crew; however, their deaths were vital if his keenly orchestrated plan was to succeed. The armada needed to get as close to Agate as possible before being detected. The humans had a cruiser squadron based in the system, and if they managed to get loose among the neat rows of troop transports carrying the ground elements of the invasion force, then the potential losses were catastrophic and without a ground invasion Harvik would be reduced to a simple blockade of the planet. Yes, that would stem the flow of Redlazore to the humans, but it would also deny the mineral to the Imperium, a resource that was desperately needed now that the Imperium’s own supply was running low. Harvik felt his fingers tightening on the guard rail as his anger bubbled just below the surface. Curse the secessionists. Did they not see what they were doing to the Imperium? Harvik took a deep breath and forced his anger back under control. Now is the time for a clear head. With a grunt, he fixed a confident smile on his face before turning to address his waiting staff.


  “Please inform Lady Kara that she may make her final preparations for deploying the legion.”


  Orders given, his thoughts turned to the location of the human cruiser squadron. He had thought that they would stick close to their base around Agate, but the latest intelligence, gleaned from friendly merchantmen plying their trade between the human-controlled worlds and the Imperium, was that whoever commanded the cruiser squadron seemed intent on keeping the crews occupied, so ran regular deep space training, leaving only a handful of ships, usually those designated as convoy escorts, anywhere near the planet. Lord Harvik had planned his assault on the system to coincide with one of these exercises. He might have overwhelming firepower on his side, but like any good gambler, he liked to stack the cards in his favor, even if that was only by the smallest of margins. The lack of returns on the display was a good indication that he had guessed right. With luck, the fleet would remain undetected until it was too late for the enemy cruisers to intervene. Harvik forced himself to stroll across the command deck to his seat, exuding complete confidence with every step. His officers needed to be reassured that the commander of the first aggressive expansion of the Imperium in over two centuries was content that everything was under complete control. Upon reaching his seat at the center of the command deck, he sat back in its comfortable, familiar surroundings. It would be at least four hours before the armada came within detector range of Agate and he would know for certain what opposition he faced. After six months in the planning, he could wait another four hours. Closing out the low hum of voices and computers, Harvik stilled his racing hearts. His plan was a good one, and if Rig and his ancestors smiled down on him, then victory was assured. Nothing the humans had in the system could hope to stop his fleet. Nagging doubt, however, still pulled at the back of his mind. For all the power the Imperium could wield and the untarnished prowess its warriors had displayed over the centuries, those successes had been in the past. The current struggle which was wracking the Imperium, pitting brother against brother and house against house, saw more and more systems declare themselves in support of the secessionist cause.
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Breakfast
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  H HOUR MINUS FOUR HOURS


  Mayhem. The best word to describe the Carter household at this time on a school day.


  Dave Carter was pretending badly to be completely engrossed in the morning vid news as he sipped at his steaming coffee mug and steadily worked his way through a second batch of bacon and pancakes.


  “News says the K’Tai have walked away from the negotiating table again.”


  His wife Sue took the seat opposite him and set down her bowl of cereal. For a moment, Dave eyed the healthy breakfast sat before his slim wife, her heart-shaped face perfectly framed by her mousy brown hair. Damn, she still looked as good as the first day they had met twenty years and another life ago.


  Sue smiled at him as if she could read his thoughts.


  Dave could feel his cheeks reddening like a schoolboy’s, so he attempted to hide his embarrassment by shoveling another forkful of pancakes into his mouth. Looks like the gym for me at lunch time.


  Again, Sue used some form of witchcraft to read his mind. “Perhaps you should have gotten your fat ass out of bed and come for a run with me this morning.”


  How did she do that? Dave’s reply through a mouthful of pancakes was unintelligible but sounded rude. Sue was framing an appropriately admonishing reply as the eldest of the Carters’ children, by a whole ten minutes, entered the kitchen in a whirlwind of hair, arms and legs. Dave choked on his food at the shortness of her fashionable skirt, the clattering of her high heels on the kitchen floor drowning out the news commentary. Sue had still not caught sight of her daughter’s apparel; however, her husband’s inability to swallow his breakfast and wide eyes made that a moot point.


  “Young lady, if you’re dressed for a night out at the club instead of a school trip to the Calley Redlazore mines, then so help me you’ll be grounded until your eighteenth birthday.” The matter of fact delivery left no room for uncertainty.


  It might only have been a couple of months until her birthday, but the thought of being grounded horrified Jodee. To be cut off from the outside world and the circle of friends that she had worked so hard to cultivate since the family had arrived on Agate the year before? Things went from bad to worse for the stricken teenager as her twin brother Chris entered the kitchen dressed in sturdy walking boots, cargo pants and his favorite hunting jacket. Chris couldn’t resist the opportunity to add to his sister’s misery. He might have inherited his love of the outdoors from his father, but he had undoubtedly inherited his mother’s wicked sense of humor.


  “That would of course mean that she couldn’t come with us to dinner with Kyle tonight at Beneto’s.” The smirk on his face widened as his sister let out a high-pitched shriek and, with a clatter of heels, fled the room in search of more appropriate clothing.


  Now that he could swallow again, Dave managed to pass a comment of his own. “Isn’t it amazing that threatening to cut her off from the twenty-four hours contact she seems to have with all her friends has such an effect on her?”


  The strange look that Sue gave him and the shaking of her head as she returned to her cereal caused Dave to think that he was missing something. Chris lifted an apple and crunched into it as he said, “Yeah, Dad. That’s exactly what it is.”


  Dave was missing something, but the buzzing of Sue’s wrist comm stopped him from pursuing it further. Sue glanced at the caller ID and let out an exasperated sigh as she put down her spoon, mouthing, “It’s the school,” before heading off for the quiet of the living room to take the call. The clumping of heavy boots was the sign that Jodee was returning. With a final swallow, Dave ensured that his mouth was empty this time before his daughter entered the room; however, he need not have worried, for his daughter was now dressed virtually identically to her brother. Boots, cargo pants, warm jacket, and this time her hair was pulled back from her face in a ponytail. With a face that shouted out ‘leave me alone,’ she grabbed a fork and plonked herself down beside her father and casually helped herself to his last pancake. Dave still marveled that she could eat like a horse and never get fat. That reminded him, he’d better grab his gym gear before Sue got on his case again. The thought of the delicious steaks that were Beneto’s specialty made his mouth salivate. It might cost an arm and a leg, but what the hell, Kyle was picking up the tab and he wasn’t short a penny or two.


  Sue appeared in the kitchen doorway, and the dark scowl on her face could only mean that the call from the school had not been good news. Time I was out of here, thought Dave as he picked up his plate and headed for the dishwasher in a vain attempt to avoid eye contact with Sue. He only managed a couple of steps before Sue shared the contents of the call with the entire kitchen.


  “The principal has just informed me that, very conveniently considering it’s Friday and perfect weather for golf, that Mr. Haig has called in sick and therefore he will be unable to act as escort for the grade twelve visit to the Calley mines...”


  Jodee let out a whoop of delight while a look of disappointment clouded Chris’ face. The boy liked nothing more than getting dirty, while over the last couple of years, Jodee had mostly lost her tomboy characteristics and begun dressing and acting like the young lady she was fast becoming. Jodee was all set to head back to her room to get changed for the second time that morning when a raised hand from her mother stopped her dead in her tracks. Dave winced internally. This isn’t going to be good.


  “The principal, in his wisdom, has therefore decided that my meeting with the finance board can be postponed to next Friday and I can fill Mr. Haig’s spot as escort.”


  Her statement was immediately followed by three very different reactions. Jodee’s head dropped with a whispered, “No”. Chris gave a fist pump as a satisfied smile creased his face, more for the fact that his sister was going to hate the trip than the fact he was looking forward to it. Dave, on the other hand, could read the disappointment in his wife’s eyes. He knew how much preparation she had put into the meeting with the finance board, the hours of trawling the data nets to build up the most suitable educational routes for the students to attain their goals.


  Before her arrival at the school as a guidance counselor, her department had been mostly sidelined. Kids on Agate only ever became one of two things, a miner or a farmer. That had all changed with the discovery of the huge reserves of Redlazore and the explosive economic expansion that had brought. The multi-planet conglomerates were pouring money into the local economy hand over fist as they raced to exploit the untapped veins of the rich ore, and to do that they had begun a massive building program not only on the planet’s surface, but also in orbit as they built up ore processing plants and heavy lift capability to get the refined ore to the waiting cargo ships, which in turn required orbital docking and handling facilities. In what was considered an unbelievably smart move by the Governor Argos Vandenberg, he had insisted that although Agate might not have all the necessary technicians, construction workers, port controllers and the like, it became a part of the mining licensees that the conglomerates must employ registered Agate citizens at all levels, evenly with those the conglomerates brought in from external sources. If an Agate citizen didn’t have the necessary qualifications, then it was the conglomerate’s responsibility to offer suitable training, even if that meant that the conglomerate had to fork out the cost of an off-world college or university residential degree. This simple act had opened the way to a very bright, and well paid, future for the current crop of school and college kids as the conglomerates invested heavily in bringing the Agate educational system up to a standard that could provide them with locally sourced qualified personnel, rather than going to the expense of sending them to one of the more developed worlds. Sue was determined to give her students the best guidance she could in their suddenly expanded world. That was the purpose of the meeting, and Dave hated to see her so frustrated. Saying that, he had known her long enough to avoid any unnecessary platitudes. Nothing he could say was going to change the fact that the meeting was delayed. Instead, he placed his utensils in the dishwasher and gave her a small hug. Sue shrugged her shoulders before pushing Dave away with both arms, a semi-smile playing on her lips. “Get off me, you big softy.”


  “Yes ma’am,” said Dave in his best serious voice. Moment past, Dave slipped on his jacket before lifting his data pad, slipping it into an inside pocket. He had almost made it to the door before he remembered his gym bag. Turning on his heel, he was confronted by Sue standing directly behind him, his gym bag hanging from one hand.


  “Forget something?”


  “Only my goodbye kiss.” And with that he pulled her close and locked his lips on hers.


  The sound of loud retching came from the kitchen doorway, the sight of Chris bent at the waist, two fingers in his mouth while his sister looked on in disgust.


  “Aren’t you two too old for that sort of thing now?” Jodee’s voice was full of disapproval.


  Dave played to his audience by wrapping his arms around Sue and bending her at the waist as he continued to kiss her until they were both forced to come up for air.


  “You better go now or I won’t be responsible for my actions,” Sue said in a low, husky voice.


  Dave flicked a glance at Jodee and Chris still standing in the doorway. “What about them?”


  Sue tilted her head back and looked at the kids before turning to press her mouth next to his ear, ensuring that her next words were said loud enough that they could hear. “I know how to make them disappear. Permanently.”


  Jodee let out a disgusted sigh. “OK, I’ve seen enough. I’m scarred for life.” She headed back into the kitchen to find more food. Chris followed along, no doubt wondering what he could do next to annoy his sister.


  The two Carter adults each let out a very childish laugh as they stood upright again, Dave lifting his gym bag and threw it over a shoulder. Sue checked surreptitiously, ensuring the kids had in fact gone into the kitchen, before her finger tracked little circles on his arm.


  “Perhaps, Mr. Carter, we could visit the cabin this weekend.”


  Dave couldn’t fail to see the playfulness in her hazelnut eyes. “Mrs. Carter, what about the kids?”


  “Who mentioned the kids?” said Sue, as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.


  “You, Mrs. Carter, are a bad woman.”


  Sue flung her head back as she let out a wicked laugh. “I know. And you wouldn’t have me any other way.”


  Now it was Dave’s turn to laugh. “Ain't that the truth. What say we head up to the cabin early Saturday morning and stay overnight? Not even that pair can cause too much trouble in one day on their own. Can they?”


  Sue frowned before answering. “I’ll ask Lucy next door to keep an eye on things.”


  “Then you, Mrs. Carter, have a date.” Dave released her and headed out the front door of the house, which obediently opened as he approached and closed behind him. There was a spring in his step as Dave made his way down the path, past his neatly mowed lawn, and joined the sidewalk. The local sun was just cresting the high trees, behind which Dave could just make out the shadowy shapes which marked the growing financial center of Gemini City. A glint of sunlight caught his attention as it reflected off the towering edifice that had to be the local offices of Henderson Shipping. If I concentrate hard enough, I wonder if I can make out my office? wondered Dave as he walked the few hundred meters to the pusher-train station from where he could catch a train which would deposit him in the very basement of his office block. Not for the first time he wondered at how much his life—no, forget that, his entire family’s lives had changed since that fateful meeting with Maddix Henderson only a year and a half before. He had a lot to be grateful for and a little babysitting wasn’t too much to ask. Was it? Besides, Kyle was nearly twenty and if old man Maddix thought that his grandson was old enough to learn the ropes of the family business on the fastest growing office in the entire League spanning Henderson Shipping, then he didn’t have much need of someone like Dave looking over his shoulder. Maybe Maddix just liked the idea of having Dave and Sue, people who had known Kyle since he was a baby and, when Jodee and Chris had come along, spent virtually every summer with them in the Carters’ old cabin in the middle of the seemingly endless woods on Eriti Prime where Dave and Sue had treated him like one of their own. Dave had taught Kyle how to hunt and shoot while still respecting the forest alongside Jodee and Chris. Perhaps having Kyle around had distracted him from all the times that Sue had had to miss family moments because of pressure from work. Pressure that Dave had managed to mostly avoid by changing his job as he and his wife had realized that parenthood was not just something that they could do part time. Dave’s employers at the time had jumped at the chance to have him on Eriti Prime full time, and what he had seen as a small sacrifice had allowed Sue to pursue her career. That had all been fine until the day that Sue had returned home one day and the strong, cool-headed woman that Dave had always known had taken one look at her nearly grown children and had fled to the bedroom. When Dave had summoned up the courage to enter, he had found her curled up on the bed sobbing.


  “I’ve missed so much of their lives, Dave,” she said with a voice wracked by tears and emotion. Dave had wrapped his arms around his wife and vowed there and then that he would do whatever needed to be done to bring his wife back into the lives of the children she had mothered. The following morning, once Jodee and Chris had been packed off to school, the Carters had stood side by side in their boss’ office as they handed in their resignation letters. No matter how much their boss had tried to persuade, goad or threaten them, the Carters had stood firm. They were leaving.


  It was only a short distance to their home from their previous employer’s office, but by the time they got there Dave’s wrist comm informed him that he had a personal message from Henderson Shipping Head Office. The message was simple. ‘Heard you are now available. Expect Margaret soon.’


  The journey from Gideon, fourth planet of the Yalan system and home of the largest shipping carrier in the entire League, must have been done at record-breaking speed, for only nine days later the admittance chime had rung out and when Sue opened the door, she was confronted by the sight of the slightly matronly form of Margaret Finlay, personal secretary to Maddix Henderson, sole owner and chief executive of Henderson Shipping. Margaret had carried the job proposal that had brought the Carter family all the way from the Core Worlds to the border world of Agate. And, thought Dave, I will be forever grateful that she did. A chance for a new life where they could leave the past behind and start afresh.


  By now Dave had reached the entrance steps that descended to the pusher-train terminal. Pausing, he craned his neck to look high up into the cloudless Agate sky. Stuff it, it’s a nice day and I’m in no hurry. I think I’ll just walk to work and enjoy the sunshine. With that, a smiling Dave Carter set off on the five kilometers walk into the heart of Gemini City, whistling as he went, thoughts wandering to Saturday night. Damn, he was a lucky man.
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Another Day at the Office


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  H HOUR MINUS THREE HOURS


  The almost silent whooshing sound of the elevator doors opening went unnoticed in the already bustling offices of Henderson Shipping on the twenty-eighth floor of the glass-edifice office building in the heart of Gemini City. Dave Carter stepped into the reception area, just another mid-level executive employed by the huge multi-planet shipping line that carried the majority of the reason for the human colonization of Agate, the mineral Redlazore: key ingredient in the Cazmir Engine, off the planet and across the light years that separated it from the distant industrial heart of the League.


  Agate was a typical mining colony that had started off life as simply a few thousand gruff miners searching out the rare Redlazore, but as the veins of the mineral proved to be more extensive than anyone could ever have imagined, the numbers of colonists had exploded. The few thousand had soon become the tens of thousands, which in turn had become the hundreds of thousands as people were drawn to the promise of wealth offered by the Redlazore and the chance to get away from the overcrowded planets at the heart of the League of Planets. The miners had become the minority as settlers and their families had arrived to exploit the fertile soil of Agate and its bountiful oceans. From the initial discovery of Redlazore five years before, Agate had grown to a mid-sized colony of nearly eight million inhabitants, spread out over a planet one and a half times the size of Earth. With people had come the need for law and order. Agate might have started out as a simple mining world, but most of the now sizable population had come from within the League, a political and military alliance of over 100 human colonized worlds, ranging from the heavily industrialized Core Worlds to the sparser populated mining and agricultural worlds such as Agate. A governor had been appointed who answered directly to the League Permanent Secretariat, the administrative branch of the League, and if the population growth continued at its current rate, most agreed that in another two decades Agate would be in line for its own seats in the General Assembly and the Planetary Council, allowing it to dispense with the governor that currently controlled the planet.


  None of this seemed to matter to Dave as he made his way past the female receptionist with the seemingly permanent smile on her face, who bid him good morning the same way she had done since the first day he had started twelve months before. Dave graced her with his most charming smile and headed for his small office halfway down the plush carpeted corridor. On the short walk, he passed more staff members intently going about their business. It never occurred to Dave that he tended to meet more female staff members than male.


  The intuitive door control noted Dave’s approach and silently slid open, revealing a sparse office which consisted of a desk and a chair. The walls were bare, with no pleasant images of family or friends, no pieces of paper mounted in gaudy frames declaring to the world how well Dave had done at university or which club or society he was a member of. It wasn’t that these things were unimportant to Dave; it was simply that he didn’t feel the need to attempt to impress people. Not that many people came to his office anyway, well, not unless they had to.


  When Dave had first arrived at the plush office complex a year ago, he had been greeted by the same fixed-smile receptionist as today, and she’d welcomed him in the same fashion that she did any visitor to the offices, politely asking his name and purpose of his visit that day. Dave had replied in the same manner as he had handed over his coded identification and a small data chip containing his corporate assignment instructions. It was the latter that had caused a momentary wrinkling of her otherwise perfectly smooth face. Dave’s corporate post was designated as ‘consultant’; a consultant of what was not listed, just a note designating him a specific office number and granting him access to every room in the building, every file and personnel record of every employee or supplier associated with the company and, perhaps of most interest, instructions for the finance department to establish an off-the-books account in a dummy corporation’s name with unlimited funds and only one named director. Dave. The receptionist had been one of many staff that had joined the company since it set up offices here on Agate, and like many, she had emigrated from the Core Worlds where rivalry between corporations was intense, so intense that it was not unheard of, indeed it was standard practice in many multi-system corporations, to employ ‘consultants’ whose real job was corporate espionage. The receptionist looked up at Dave with fresh eyes: tall, stocky frame, short neat jet-black hair, and wearing a suit that he didn’t look comfortable in, but it was his eyes more than anything that held her, eyes of the brightest blue that seemed to fix her in place. It took her a moment to compose herself before she reverted once more to the smiling receptionist. A single keystroke, and Dave’s details and instructions were sent on their way to the building’s central computer core. Seconds later a small beep came from Dave’s wrist comm, announcing that the computer core acknowledged Dave’s right to be in the building and that the instructions contained on the data chip had been complied with. Her task complete, the receptionist gave Dave her most blinding of smiles as she said, “Welcome to Henderson Shipping, Mr. Carter.”


  What Dave had been doing in the intervening months was the subject of intense speculation among the building’s staff. That had all faded into the past as soon as a new subject of idle gossip arrived in the form of Kyle Henderson, twenty-year-old grandson of Maddix Henderson, sole owner of Henderson Shipping. Kyle was his only blood relative and everyone knew that someday it would be Kyle who replaced Maddix at the head of the company. Office rumor said that Kyle had been dispatched to Agate by his grandfather to learn the ropes in preparation for his inevitable coronation as Maddix’s successor. The young Henderson’s work ethic went a long way to support that assumption. Kyle was in the office by seven every morning and his office lights could be seen burning long after most employees had clocked off for the day. It was not unusual for Kyle to work part, if not all, of the weekend. The playboy lifestyle of the rich and famous was not for Kyle. If what his personal staff said was true, then the only down time the young man had was in the company of the mysterious Mr. Carter. Reports said that he was a frequent visitor to Carter’s home in the suburbs and—again, this was only speculation, but why allow the truth to contaminate a good rumor? —had been seen with a mystery girl at his beach front home. Whatever the gossip, one thing was an acknowledged fact. Kyle Henderson was intent on learning everything there was to know about how his future company operated, and woe betide anyone who attempted to bluff him, for he would catch them out and they would find themselves looking for a new job pronto.


  Office gossip was not something that Dave Carter was prone to listening to, especially on a beautiful day like today. As the door to his office slid silently closed behind him, he slipped off his jacket with a grateful sigh and walked the few steps to a seemingly blank wall which cracked open at his approach, revealing a concealed closet where he hung the offending piece of clothing. You would have thought by today we would have come up with a more comfortable piece of office apparel, thought Dave to himself as he perched himself on the corner of his desk and took in the view of downtown Gemini City. The park with its green trees and wide grassed spaces led the eye naturally to the golden beaches and the lapping blue water of the bay beyond. Dave appreciated the view; however, he was more of a forest and rolling hills sort of guy and he missed the endless hinterland of Eriti Prime. He could have insisted on an office on the opposite side of the building, which would have given him views of the Scraggy Mountains that ringed the city, but that would have placed him too far from the offices of young Kyle. With a wry smile Dave slumped into his chair. His desk, detecting his presence, automatically activated its inbuilt display and keyboard, bringing up Dave’s itinerary for the day ahead. Grudgingly Dave ran his eyes down the short list. The blinking of the incoming message alert caught Dave’s attention and he called up the appropriate directory and opened the message. A toothy grin tugged at Dave’s cheeks as he read the message. Maddix Henderson might be paying Dave to keep an eye on his grandson, but that wasn’t going to stop him checking up on Dave as well. According to the message, Maddix had begun his annual branch office visits early, no doubt accompanied by the force of nature that went by the name Margaret Finlay and, after a brief stopover in the sector capital of Doberman, he would be heading on to Agate. Dave’s grin became a chuckle as he pictured Kyle’s reaction to the impending visit of his grandfather and his entourage. He briefly considered forwarding the message to Sue to let her know that Maddix was planning a visit; however, he much preferred to see the look of despair on her face when she realized that one of the richest men in human space, who ate at only the most exquisite fine dining restaurants, would be coming to dinner. Whistling happily to himself, he returned to his computer and the planned day ahead.
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The Mine
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  H HOUR MINUS TWO HOURS | THE CALLEY MINE, TWENTY-EIGHT KILOMETERS NORTHWEST OF GEMINI CITY.


  “Good morning, boys and girls, and welcome to the Calley mining complex.”


  The collective groan that went up from the group of young adults at being addressed as ‘boys and girls’ did not phase the plump tour guide in his spotless white one-piece jump suit in the slightest. Sue guessed that his script for schools didn’t vary in any shape or form, no matter what the age group of his audience.


  The large welcoming smile on his face, the ruddy cheeks and the massive growth of beard reminded Sue of Santa Claus, and by the looks some of the kids were giving him, immediately followed by whispered words to their nearest neighbor and suppressed giggling, it seemed they had made the connection too.


  Oh, it’s going to be a long day, thought Sue as she made a silent wish that whatever ailed Mr. Wilson was truly horrible. Get a grip, Sue, remember it was your own choice to go into teaching, nobody forced you. The image of Dave, sitting at his desk in a comfortable office with a view over the park and the blue-green Asimov Sea lapping on the golden sands just a short walk away as he shuffled papers from point A to point B all day long, came to her. God, she’d go insane if she had to do that.


  Santa’s voice faded away into the background as Sue’s thoughts returned once more to the canceled finance meeting that she had spent so much of her time preparing for. It was then that the irony of the situation hit her. Looking around, she was surrounded by whispering teenagers on the cusp of adulthood; the sight of the Nivens’ boy with his wild mop of ginger hair and acne-covered face reminded her that adulthood was closer for some than for others. An unexpected childish giggle escaped her, which she immediately tried her utmost to hide with a loud cough and a mumbled apology to Santa, who graced her with a forgiving smile to the amusement of the assembled teens. Oh, how my life has changed, thought Sue as she wished the ground beneath her feet would open and swallow her up.


  Her savior came in the unlikely form of the irrepressible Santa who, with a wave of his info pad and a loud, “Let’s get on with the tour, shall we?” stepped off in the direction of a row of squat carriages that would carry them into the mine and two hours of her life that Sue would never get back.


  Surprisingly, the tour was not as dreary as either Sue or the class had been expecting. As opposed to the damp, dark rough-cut mine shafts that she had envisaged, the Calley Mine had been well-lit, with smooth permacrete walls and floors, bright overhead lighting interspersed every couple of hundred meters by wide, vertical shafts which contained powerful fans that alternately sucked air down from the surface or expelled dirty air skyward. This simple system kept the atmosphere within the mine fresh and clean with no hint of dust or pollutants. Then there had been the high-tech drilling machinery employed at the actual mine face, gleaming white contraptions with massive cutter heads encased in a pressurized shroud filled with inert gas. The cutting heads themselves were fitted with non-conductive teeth the size of your head, which chewed ever forward, funneling the raw Redlazore ore to a collection point in the cutting head’s center that passed the ore through the guts of the glistening white machine and dropped it into vacuum sealed hoppers that the machine extruded from its rear like eggs from some giant burrowing worm, precisely every ten minutes. These hoppers would take the raw mineral up to the surface and the waiting purpose-built processing plant. When the mineral had been purified, it was stored in yet more vacuum-sealed bins, awaiting collection by the heavy lift shuttles that would take the precious cargo to the brand spanking new Henderson Shipping cargo handling facility in high orbit, from where it was dispatched to the star ship construction yards of the far-off Core Worlds. At no point was the purified mineral exposed to oxygen. Ever. It might have been 150 years ago, but the disaster of Coronus IV was etched in the mind of every Redlazore miner.


  Coronus IV had been a small satellite orbiting the gas giant of Coronus in the Golas system. A small mining company had secured the rights to drill exploratory boreholes, and one of the cores had indicated the presence of Redlazore. In the company’s haste to confirm the find, safety protocols had not been adhered to. No one knew exactly what had happened. Theories ranged from a malfunctioning miner’s breather tank to a leak in the surface habitat. Whatever allowed the Redlazore to encounter oxygen, the result was cataclysmic. A moon with a diameter of 250 kilometers was reduced to a collection of millions of rocks no bigger than a fist by the ensuing explosion, and Coronus inherited a dust ring to rival that of the Sol system’s own Saturn.


  The miners at the Calley mine didn’t intend to repeat the Coronus IV experience. Each level of the mine could be sealed individually and flooded with inert gas at the first sign of a problem at the mining face. Correction, mine faces. Although the tour only visited one mine face, the ever-cheerful Santa informed his charges that there were eleven similar machines, working away under strict human control, spread throughout the sprawling 128-kilometer labyrinth of tunnels which extended as deep as four kilometers below the imposing Scraggy Mountains and, as Santa took great pride in pointing out, this was only one mine, be it the largest, spread across the entire planet. Calley alone produced over 300 tonnes of the precious Redlazore per day, more in a single day than had ever been mined in Sol’s entire system! This one mine freed humanity from dependence on external Redlazore imports for decades. Couple the production of Calley with that of the myriad of other mines covering Agate and humanity was about to become the largest net exporter of the only known mineral that made the Cazmir Engine function. The only practical interstellar drive in the known universe. The K’Tai stranglehold on Redlazore was a thing of the past, expounded Santa. Humanity was the future, not the K’Tai.


  The tour guide’s last statement regarding the K’Tai continued to nag at the back of Sue’s mind as the carriages emerged into the bright sunlight. Sue pondered on how a millennia-old Imperium would take to being relegated to second place. Sue recalled how, only that morning, Dave had mentioned that the K’Tai delegation had walked away from the trade negotiations being held on Earth. Santa might have thought that sticking it to the K’Tai was something to make light of, but Sue had learned the hard way that there was nothing to be gained by antagonizing an opponent without being prepared to accept the consequences. To the K’Tai, honor, in the form of the teachings of the ancient warrior Rig, was everything. It was the core of who they were as a people. If they considered that their honor was even the slightest bit tarnished, then God knew how they would react.
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  H HOUR MINUS ONE


  As the screen returned to its slowly rotating image of the BPS Hawk’s coat of arms, Rear Admiral Louise Alderman sank back into the comfortable chair and took a deep breath as she tried in vain to process what the Duty Watch Officer had just informed her was fast approaching Agate.


  The image of the pleading, barely under control face of Agate’s Port Controller—who had recorded and transmitted the cry for help that the cold, tactician’s part of her brain had already decided was not an option—vied with the other portion of her brain that screamed at her to come to his aid. No matter how many times she reran the decision process in her mind, desperately seeking a different outcome, it always came out the same.


  Alderman had taken the squadron on a series of training scenarios that combined complex high-speed maneuvers and live firing exercises. With the amount of civilian traffic in the Agate system, it had been only prudent that the exercises be held as far from the regular shipping lanes as possible, so she had signed off on an area around the system’s gas giant, which was currently diametrically opposed to Agate.


  This single decision not only put her cruisers as far from Agate as you physically could be and remain within the system’s Harbridge Zone, it had also inadvertently masked the K’Tai fleet’s approach. Her logical side reassured her that even if the entire squadron had been able to intercept and engage the K’Tai, it would have ended with the same predictable result. Alderman’s aging Border Patrol cruisers were sufficient to defeat anything pirates could field, but against ships of a modern navy, they would not stand a chance. The signal from Port Control had contained long range scans of the K’Tai force, and the sheer numbers had been enough to send a shiver down her spine. The cruiser screen alone outnumbered her own squadron nearly five to one and behind them, partially concealed by the haze of the cruiser screen’s electronic counter measures, were far larger energy returns. From the limited time her analysts had to review the data, they had identified several capital ships and what they believed to be transport ships. The capital ships could swat her ships from space without pausing for breath, while she could only hope to inflict minor damage before her ships were destroyed, and she wasn’t willing to throw away the lives of the men and women under her command in some noble and ultimately futile gesture. However, it was the transport ships that were troubling her. You didn’t bring transport ships on a raid.


  Alderman unconsciously straightened her uniform as she activated the pin camera on her screen and began recording. “Governor Vandenberg. I believe it would be impossible for the squadron to be able to prevent the K’Tai from reaching Agate. I understand that this is not what you want to hear, but this is a purely military decision and one that I take in view of the following: Firstly, the K’Tai force is of such size that once they have ensconced themselves around Agate, it will take elements of Battle Fleet to remove them. Secondly, the K’Tai force consists partly of large transport ships. I believe these ships to contain troops, and that it is the K’Tai’s intention to occupy parts if not all the planet. Most likely their initial objective is to secure the Redlazore mines. As such, it is my intention to split my command and leave a small force beyond the Harbridge Zone to picket the system, while taking the remainder of the squadron to the sector capital of Doberman and appraising Eighth Fleet of the situation. Alderman clear.”


  Alderman really felt that she should say more, but there was nothing more to be said. She ensured the correct message header was attached before pressing the commit key. The simple action sounded the death knell for her career.
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  ANGRY FISTS CAME CRASHING down on the desktop, sending a neat pile of data chips flying and threatening to do the same to an exquisite bone china cup and saucer that balanced precariously at the edge of the desk. The assistant who had brought Governor Vandenberg his usual morning beverage made a hasty retreat to the outer office, allowing himself a sigh of relief as the door slid closed behind him, thankful that at least for the moment he was safe from the anger of his boss.


  “Damn that woman to hell. She’s not even going to try and put up a fight!” The question, if that was what it had been, was aimed at the room’s two remaining occupants. The older of the two, a brigadier general dressed in a badly pressed light brown uniform of the Agate militia that, just like the brigadier himself, had seen better days, shared the governor’s anger.


  “Don’t you worry, sir, I’ve ordered all militia units activated. Once the air defenses are online they’ll knock these K’Tai bastards out of the sky and my mobile units will take care of any that make it to the surface.”


  Lieutenant Colonel Jessica Reynolds, Commanding Officer of the 182nd Marine Battalion, stood out in stark contrast to the rumpled militiaman. Her dress blue uniform had creases in the sleeves and pants that you could cut yourself on. The white cap on her head was perfectly boxed with the League Marine Corps globe and anchor front and center. The marines of the 182nd battalion were the only regular League unit on the planet. Originally assigned to provide boarding teams for the Border Patrol ships of Rear Admiral Alderman’s 6th Independent Cruiser Squadron, it had been obvious from the start that Admiral Alderman’s Border Patrol crews were none too happy with having marines aboard trying to tell them their business. The antagonism that had been bubbling below the surface had erupted the month before, when marines aboard one of the Border Patrol cruisers were left without running water in their quarters for three days. The cruiser’s captain claimed that it had been an oversight on the part of his engineering department. The marine detachment commander, a rather outspoken lieutenant, didn’t see it that way, and without a word of complaint said, he had simply marched his whole detachment into the naval officer’s quarters and set up home. The cruiser captain had been furious and had sent his master at arms to remove the marines and arrest the lieutenant for insubordination. This had only led to a standoff as stunner-wielding members of the ship’s company faced off against marines armed to the teeth with the latest assortment of lethal firepower. The water supply was quickly returned to the marines’ quarters, upon which the marines decamped and marched back to their bunks, securing the hatch behind them.


  Word of the incident spread throughout the remaining ships of the squadron like wildfire, and within days there were reports of fist fights breaking out. Admiral Alderman, with the full consent of Reynolds, decided that a period of intense mountain warfare training on Agate was just the ticket to separate the two belligerent sides and allow time for tempers to cool, hence Reynolds and her marines’ presence on the planet surface. Now, however, Reynolds found herself and her marines in the middle of a shooting war alongside a militia brigadier who must have thought he was in some ancient western where he could ride in and save the day. Did Singh not realize that he was not only outnumbered and outgunned, but he had millions of unarmed civilians to consider as well? The loud snort of derision which escaped Reynolds got her a venomous look from the militia general.


  “You have something to add, Colonel?” The governor’s tone was menacingly low. Reynolds ignored the politician’s implied threat.


  “Governor,” she began in a strong, steady voice. “Brigadier Singh and his militia may put up a spirited defense. However, in my professional opinion, if the K’Tai forces that we face are even a quarter of the size of those reported by Admiral Alderman, then we cannot hope to stop them...”


  “That’s complete BS, Governor!” spluttered Singh angrily. “Our air defenses may not be state of the art, but I assure you they are good enough to deal with a few troop transports.”


  Reynolds was struggling to suppress her growing frustration “If it was only a few transports then I would agree, but it’s not. It’s going to be hundreds of transports, thousands of soldiers, supported by aero fighters and able to call on fire support from ships in low orbit.” Reynolds’ eyes held those of the governor.


  “The militia might fight, sir. But they will lose, and your city and the people in it will pay the price.”


  The governor looked from the impeccably dressed colonel, the very picture of what a professional military officer should be, to Brigadier Singh in his crumpled, faded uniform. Vandenberg opened his mouth to speak; however, his office doors burst open to admit his visibly pale assistant, who began to speak without waiting for permission, the words tumbling out.


  “Governor. The... the navy... they’re gone... all of them!”


  Angrily Vandenberg rounded on him. “I know they’re gone, you idiot!”


  “No sir, you don’t understand! The ship’s Admiral Alderman left in orbit... Port Control reports that they powered up their drives and are making a run for the edge of the system.”


  “Cowards! Filthy cowards!” Singh’s face was incandescent with rage. “Running in the face of the enemy. I’d hang the lot of them.”


  Reynolds held her tongue as the brigadier vented his anger. She may have not been a naval officer, but even she could see that a couple of light cruisers and a handful of destroyers attempting to make a stand against the massed fire of the K’Tai fleet was a futile gesture. For the first time, her mask of professionalism slipped as emotion found its way into her voice.


  “Governor, without naval support the K’Tai have complete control of the low orbits. They will be able to pinpoint your air defenses and strong points and destroy them without their ground troops even having to engage you.” Governor Vandenberg was leaning heavily on his desk, his head bowed. Reynolds prayed that he was listening to her. Taking a breath, she pressed on. “Governor. It is my recommendation that you order the militia to stand down. Declare Gemini an open city. If you don’t, the K’Tai will massacre Brigadier Singh’s men and kill an awful lot of civilians in the process. I’ll take my battalion into the hills and fight a guerrilla war until Eighth Fleet get their act in gear and kick the K’Tai off the planet.”


  The silence in the office stretched interminably before the sound of heavy weapons fire penetrated the room. The governor raised his head and his eyes asked a silent question of Singh, who nodded slowly as he spoke.


  “The militia have engaged the enemy.”


  Vandenberg’s eyes shifted to regard Reynolds’ pleading face. Whatever his decision now, the fate of the militia was already sealed.


  “Colonel, get your men to the hills and... good luck.”


  Reynolds’ hand came up in salute before she spun and ran for the door, activating her wrist comm as she went. The double beep of the secure link being established to her battalion headquarters had barely finished before she was shouting her orders down the link.


  “Execute Plan Shadow immediately! Repeat. Plan Shadow.” Reynolds cut the link without waiting for a reply as she ran through the corridors of the governor’s mansion, weaving through smartly dressed civilians going about their business like this was just another ordinary day, completely unprepared for the tsunami that was about to descend on them. Out of the front entrance, Reynolds took the steps three at a time, vaulting the single decorative chain-link barrier and sprinting for her waiting flitter, the engine already whining as her driver brought up the power. Reynolds had barely made it into her seat before the flitter was powering out of the parking lot and heading for her headquarters at the edge of town. Instinctively her eyes scanned the clear sky, searching for the incoming K’Tai transports as, with complete disregard for who could see, she began stripping out of her dress blues and rummaged through the duffel on the back seat of the flitter until she produced well-worn but serviceable combat gear. Her eyes never stopped searching the sky above as she dressed by instinct. Her body armor sealed and she was reaching for her helmet as, off to the west, she caught sight of bright blue and red flashes of coherent light rising skyward as the air defense batteries engaged the incoming enemy craft at maximum range. Almost immediately there was what could only be described as a barrage of vertical lightning as the enemy fleet responded. Where there had once stood an air defense battery and its militia crew, there was now only twisted, smoking carnage. All Reynolds could do was save as many of her people as she could.
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  H HOUR | DOWNTOWN GEMINI CITY


  All over the city the sirens begin their ear-piercing wail. There had been raids on the system before, privateers hijacking the heavily laden merchantmen, but with the arrival of the League Border Patrol the frequency of the raids had reduced to a trickle. This, though, was something different.


  It had been years since any privateer had had the audacity to make a physical attack on the planetary surface. Agate may not have been one of the overpopulated Core Worlds, may have had nowhere near the numbers living on it that even the sector capital had, but she did have a small standing defense force, maybe only a few thousand strong with a dribble of militia to back them up, but to get to the surface you would have to get past a squadron of cruisers and a handful of corvettes and destroyers. Any force capable of that was more than a group of ragtag privateers!


  Dave’s suspicions were confirmed in the most ominous of ways as the office windows shook as they were battered by the reverberations of sonic booms.


  Dave froze in place for a moment as the sight of lumbering troop transports, escorted by more nimble bat-winged aero fighters, filled the sky. Their design was unmistakable. The K’Tai had come to Agate.


  From the sparse defenses came the sight of rising blue and red turbo laser fire, clawing into the air, searching out the transports. No sooner had the defenses began to speak than the bat-wing fighters swarmed over them, pulverizing the weapon emplacements and their crews.


  The first of the transports touched down at the edge of the normally serene park that the Henderson Shipping building overlooked, the air filling with the high-pitched whining of anti grav engines. Ramps dropped down and released a flood of heavily armed soldiers completely covered in dull black body armor. With efficient movements, the black specters set up a defensive perimeter. These boys were not ordinary K’Tai marines or infantry; it looked like the K’Tai had brought in their best for this operation. At the entrance to the park, closest to the descending transports, was a stationary police flitter. Its bright colors and flashing lights drew an immediate and deadly reaction from the soldiers. Before the hapless police officers had a chance to react, the flitter was struck by a deluge of pulse rifle fire. The bright flashes of the rounds struck the vehicle’s skin before they passed easily through the thin metallic skin of the flitter, cutting the officers down where they sat. The rifle fire continued until the flitter’s hydrogen-filled fuel tank was hit and the vehicle exploded. The noise momentarily drowned out that of the landing transports. A ball of smoke and flame rose high into the air as the glass window in front of Dave rattled slightly in its frame from the concussion of the explosion, the flitter now a fiery funeral pyre for the dead officers.


  Reacting out of sheer muscle reflex long before his conscious mind could catch up, Dave bolted out of his office and ran straight into crowds of panicked office workers flooding into the corridor as they rushed to the civil defense shelter in the lower basement of the office block. Dave forced his arms out in front of him like the bow of a ship and, without a perceptible slowing of his pace, pushed his way through the human sea as he made his way to the offices of Kyle Henderson.


  Pushing the door to the outer office open, Kyle’s terrified secretary confronted Dave. The secretary sat stock-still at his desk with eyes as large as saucers as he drank in the view from the floor to ceiling windows of yet more transports landing in the park and disgorging their cargo of soldiers.


  Dave stepped between him and the window, but John continued to sit transfixed, as if Dave was not there, traumatized by what was happening.


  “John, where is Kyle?” Dave demanded.


  A loud crack filled the room as Dave brought his hand down sharply on the desk. As if slapped across the face, John jumped in his seat, his head snapped up to look straight into Dave’s face with naked terror in his eyes.


  “Where’s Kyle?” Dave repeated in a more softly-spoken tone.


  “In...in...in his office... What’s happening, Mr. Carter? What...what should I do?”


  Dave reached over and put a reassuring hand on the man’s shoulder. “Head down to the shelter, John. I’m sure everything will be fine. You’ll be perfectly safe down there.” The lie burned in his throat. Anyone showing the K’Tai the slightest sign of resistance was classified as a combatant and treated as such, while the remainder could expect to be sold into slavery to serve the various noble houses after time in a re-education camp. Eventually, the lucky few might be considered for release from the bonds of servitude, at which time they would be entitled to a secondary status within the Imperium. However, no matter how hard they worked or contributed to K’Tai society, they could never expect to reach equal status with a purebred K’Tai. That was how K’Tai society had operated for thousands of years, and it wasn’t likely to change any time soon.


  Rising unsteadily from his chair, John headed trance-like for the outer door and the corridor beyond. “OK, Mr. Carter, I’ll do that. Please tell Mr. Henderson that I will finish up those draft reports for him after lunch,” he mumbled as he left.


  Dave was already moving for the inner office. Going through the door at a trot, he barely caught sight of something heavy swinging for his head. Ducking, he bent forward and let his momentum carry him into a forward roll, which took him clear into the center of the luxurious and spacious office of the local manager of Henderson Shipping. Completing the roll, Dave ended in a fighting crouch, facing the way he had entered.


  Kyle Henderson struggled to get the heavy brass lampshade, now firmly embedded in the wall by the door frame, free: a lampshade which would have done some serious damage if it had contacted Dave’s skull.


  “Easy there, Kyle, it’s me, Dave.”


  Releasing his hold on the improvised weapon, Kyle slumped against the wall, his hands dropping to his knees as he tried to control his adrenalin-fueled breathing.


  “Shit, Dave, I thought you were one of them. Sorry.”


  Standing up straight again, Dave walked over to the window overlooking the park. Damn. The black-clad soldiers were already beginning to move clear of the park and the sound of more rifle fire reached him from down the block. Whoever these guys were, they had some serious hardware and were not afraid to use it. Screaming from directly below caused Dave to press his face hard against the glass so he could look down to the entrance of the building. He could make out the crumpled figure of one of the building’s security guards lying prostrate on the ground. A small group of employees who had obviously been intent on escaping from the building were being pushed off to one side by soldiers, who made a great show of keeping their rifles trained on the unarmed civilians. More to act as doormen and guides than anything else, the small number of security guards employed within the building did not even carry weapons. However, the pool of blood that was slowly surrounding the prone guard told Dave one thing. If these guys perceived you as a threat of any kind, then they would shoot first and ask questions later. For a second, he allowed himself to think of Sue and the kids. Were they safe? Were soldiers landing at the mines as well? Dave’s logical mind interrupted. The only reason you would have for invading Agate was to get the Redlazore, and the source of the Redlazore was the mines, so it would be only good planning to secure the mines as part of the initial assault and where were Sue and the kids? Only at a Redlazore mine!


  Dave spared one more look out the window at the soldiers before his gaze shifted to the sky, now thick with incoming transports. Spinning away from the window, he strode to an impressively large polished oak bookcase which adorned the far wall of the office. Reaching the bookcase, he pulled his shirt sleeve up and ran the inside of his right forearm along the bookcase’s edge while Kyle looked on in confusion. That confusion only deepened as with a soft click, the entire bookcase began to move away from the seemingly solid wall to reveal a metal door set into the very fabric of the wall. The bookcase came to a halt and the metal door slid to one side. Behind the door was a narrow elevator big enough to squeeze in two people.


  Kyle looked on in complete bewilderment as Dave got into the elevator. Seeing the look on Kyle’s face, Dave gave him a toothy grin. “Let’s go, kid, it’s time to leave.”


  Kyle joined Dave in the cramped interior. There were no visible controls, but as soon as Kyle was inside, Dave ran his forearm alongside the door, which immediately closed.


  “Biometric lock,” said Dave before Kyle could ask. With a lurch, the elevator moved. Seconds later the door opened again and Kyle stared into complete darkness. Dave stepped out and automatic overhead lighting came on. By the way Dave had confidently stepped from the elevator, Kyle was sure he could have found his way around the small room the lights revealed easily in the pitch black. The room, more of a large closet, thought Kyle, had bare, grey permacrete walls. No pretense at hiding the rough walls. No beds or chairs. No amenities. Whoever had built it had not wasted time or energy in comfort. Well, that rules out a safe room, thought Kyle.


  Dave was wasting no time. Striding up to a dull metal locker which popped open as he reached it, he began stripping off his clothes. Without slowing his actions, he addressed Kyle. “Your locker is over there. Now get a hustle on, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and by the way the K’Tai are moving, we’ll be lucky to avoid running into them.”


  Automatically Kyle obeyed Dave, his locker popped open just like Dave’s had, and inside he found a silvery bloused jacket and matching pants. Sitting at the bottom of the locker were a set of sturdy boots. Stripping his expensively tailored suit off, Kyle looked around for somewhere to hang it. Dave reached over and lifted it off him before unceremoniously dumping it in a pile on the dusty floor.


  “You’ll not be needing that again, Kyle. Now hurry up.”


  Still confused by what was going on, but realizing that Dave was not in the mood to take questions, Kyle dressed in haste. The material of the jacket and pants felt strange against his skin, somehow warm and silky smooth, which was at odds with the exterior which felt rough. As Kyle sealed his new clothing, there was an odd sensation as the clothing adjusted to fit him perfectly. Dave was already dressed and moving to the next set of lockers along while Kyle slipped on his boots. Again, the strange sensation as he sealed them and they adjusted to fit him perfectly. Looking up, his breath caught in his throat at the sight of Dave shrugging into body armor. OK, this was too much.


  “Dave, just what the hell is going on? If these guys are just pirates raiding the city, why don’t we just hunker down here and wait for the militia to deal with them?”


  With a soft hiss, the body armor molded to Dave’s upper torso. Dave spun to face Kyle. “Kid, here it is in the short version. Those are not pirates, those are K’Tai soldiers, and they’re not tourists. My guess is they’re here for the Redlazore, and that means they’re here to stay. We need to get the hell out of Dodge before we find ourselves trapped in this city. Now, I promised your granddad that I would keep you safe, and that is exactly what I am going to do. To do that I need you to follow my orders like your life depends on it. And make no mistake Kyle... it most surely does. Your clothing is made of smart weave, it’ll keep you warm, it’ll keep you cool and more importantly it will hide you from most types of sensor. Now get over here and I’ll talk you through the rest of your gear.”


  Dave reached into the locker and pulled out another set of body armor, which he put over Kyle’s head. As the armor met at the sides it let out a hiss and sealed closed. “This is state of the art armor, it’ll stop a pulse rifle round at ten meters, the manufacturers claim five but I wouldn’t want to put that to the test. It also has attachment points for spare magazines and the like.” Dave next handed Kyle a set of clear-lensed glasses. “Smart glass with embedded night and thermal vision. Comes with an integrated secure communications system so we can talk to each other without the locals eavesdropping.” Kyle put on the glasses and immediately a scrolling list of commands and system checks appeared in the left lens as the smart glass adapted itself to Kyle’s personal biometrics.


  “The glasses constantly monitor your pupil movement. To select something from the menu, just focus on the drop-down list, then the item you want. The glasses will do the rest.”


  From the locker Dave produced an evil-looking, stubby rifle which he pushed into Kyle’s hands. “Right, kid, pay attention. This is a CAR 56 assault rifle. 100 round clip of guided multi-purpose rounds. The clip is ejected and fitted like so.” Dave brushed his thumb to a stud above and behind the clip, which obediently fell away from the rifle into Dave’s waiting hand before he rammed it back into place, giving it a little wiggle to ensure that it was seated correctly. “Charge button is here and that also allows you to select single shot, three round burst or full auto. Got it?” asked Dave.


  Kyle nodded numbly as Dave continued apace with his improvised weapons lesson by pointing to a small block on top of the weapon. “Sights. Same smart glass as your glasses but with a neat trick. Wherever the weapon sight is pointed, you can bring it up in your glasses. Saves getting your head shot off by looking around corners.” The grin on Dave’s face didn’t fill Kyle with enthusiasm, a fact that did not escape Dave’s notice.


  “Look, kid, I know this is all coming at you in a bit of a torrent, so let me make it as simple as I can for you. I don’t expect you to be a weapons expert in the next thirty seconds, but we’ve been hunting together in the past and the principles are all the same. You point and pull.” Dave’s face took on a serious expression. “Only this time it’s us that are being hunted.”


  With that sobering comment, Dave made his way to the far end of the small room, where a heavy metal door was set into the wall. Hanging on the wall by the door were two small rucksacks. Dave grabbed one and shrugged it on, then threw the other to Kyle. “Water, rations and spare ammo. Enough to last us a few days.” Running his forearm along the side of the door, it slid to one side with a creak and a small puff of dust, revealing a well-lit parking facility beyond. “OK, kid, it’s eight blocks to the pusher-train terminal and that’s our route out of here, so let’s get moving. Remember, just like hunting, we move steady and we move quiet. OK, kid, time to boogie.” Without waiting for an answer, Dave moved off, head moving like it was on a swivel, rifle butt sitting naturally into his shoulder as if this was something he did every day.


  Well, it wasn’t natural to Kyle, as he tried to ignore the knots that were forming in his stomach as he set off after Dave at a slow trot, the unfamiliar rifle held in his sweating hands, keenly aware of the sound of explosions and automatic weapons fire echoing dully off the thick walls. A myriad of questions burned in his mind. Two were uppermost. Firstly, how the hell had Dave accumulated this arsenal of weapons that he handled as if he had done it all his life, and secondly... Thoughts of his second question were interrupted as he ran straight into Dave’s back.


  Dave’s scowling face locked on him. “Stay sharp, kid, or this is going to be a very short ride for you. Got it?”


  Kyle pushed his thoughts to the back of his mind as he swallowed and mumbled an apology to the man whom he had known for much of his life and whom his own life now depended on.


  Ignoring Kyle’s apology, Dave checked up and down the deserted street for any signs of K’Tai. He double checked his route displayed on the wrist comm before heading off, all the while scanning the road ahead for danger while trying to ensure Kyle was following closely behind. Today is going to be a long day, Dave thought to himself.
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  H HOUR | CALLEY MINE


  Sue’s efforts to coral twenty chattering and giggling teenagers seemed akin to herding cats; but, with the help of the ever-smiling tour guide, she managed to account for the last of them. Finally, they were moving in the direction of the large school flitter. As if to prove to their comrades that they were also cool, Sue’s kids, Chris and Jodee, made a point of being last to do anything and, so, they found themselves at the back of the line. The school flitter driver looked on with undisguised amusement. Sue flung him an icy look, which got her a cheery thumbs-up from the man. Suppressing her urge to go over there and rearrange his nose, Sue focused on getting the kids aboard before another wandered off distractedly, delaying their return to the school. Her charges were already nearly an hour late after the Nivens kid had somehow managed to get himself trapped behind one of the vacuum sealed doors in the processing facility, something which Santa the tour guide had thought impossible to do. Obviously, he did not have to contend with teenage children.


  A sound like distant thunder reached her ears and Sue tilted her head to look skyward. Only a few scattered white clouds were visible, with no sign of any brooding storm clouds. The sound came again and this time her eyes spotted the source, as dozens of small black specks came into view. Around her the school kids continued to reluctantly move toward the flitter, none of them noticing that Sue had come to a dead stop and stood still as a statue, watching the sky.


  The specks high above were resolving themselves into more identifiable forms as they dropped at supersonic speeds. With a deepening sense of dread, Sue recognized the unmistakable shapes of large transport craft, and with the way the smaller shapes were sweeping from side to side, an educated guess would make them fighter escorts. Sue’s mind went into overdrive as she ran through her options. At the rate the transports were dropping, they would be on the mine long before she would be able to get all the kids aboard the flitter and clear the area, but if the flitter left now and the driver drove like a demon, the flitter should at least be able to get beyond the perimeter before the first transport touched down, Sue would just have to do the best she could with the remaining kids. Sue began to move, roughly pushing past the strolling pupils still completely oblivious to the impending danger. She stopped at the open door of the flitter.


  “Take these kids and get the hell out of here now, we’ve got incoming!” Sue screamed at the driver as she spared a second to turn her head and check on the progress of the wave of transports. The driver ducked his head to get a better view of the sky, now filled with large black shapes. He looked back at Sue, his mouth open, ready to argue with her; however, Sue got the first word.


  “Get the fuck out of here now!”


  Galvanized by the screaming woman, the driver secured the flitter’s doors and gunned the engine as he applied the power, the lumbering flitter half filled with her pupils headed for the main entrance gate and the road leading back to Gemini City. Sue, accompanied by six confused pupils, including Chris and Jodee, was left standing in a growing cloud of dust as the flitter moved off. Sue ignored the teenagers' disbelieving looks at her raised voice... and swearing... as they struggled to understand why the driver had left them stranded. The ear-piercing screaming of anti-grav engines caused all heads to turn upwards to the descending transports which blocked out the sun and landed all around the mine’s outer fence. Sue’s eyes hunted for anything that would provide cover, and found it in the form of a large culvert.


  “Everyone into that culvert!” shouted Sue as she struggled to be heard over the engine noise. She reinforced her half-heard instruction by pointing the teens in the direction of the culvert and spreading her arms wide as she pushed them in the right direction. Santa the tour guide stood watching the descending transports, info pad dangling from his hand as the teens rushed past him, and he found himself swept along with them. Sue did not slow her frantic pace as the group reached the edge of the culvert. The Nivens boy was in the lead and unfortunately for him the weight of the bodies following on behind pushed him over the lip of the culvert and he landed in a heap on the rocky bottom, sharp stones and boulders cutting into him, causing him to yelp like a scolded puppy, his pain only increased as he found himself the cushion for the remaining five teenagers and two adults as they piled in after him. Sue ignored the loud protests from the teenagers as her complete attention focused on the first of the transports, as it touched ground in a swirling cloud of dust and small stones kicked up by its engines. The rear ramp barely kissed the earth before a horde of black-clad troops burst from the cavernous interior, their battle cry filling the air with a sound akin to rolling thunder. Sue felt her breath leave her as the full gravity of the unfolding events hit her like a boxer’s punch. There was no mistaking a K’Tai, easily eight feet tall with pale blue skin, eyes of intense ice-blue which bored through you like a laser beam. The K’Tai were not wearing their battle helms and it sent a shiver down Sue’s spine as her brain dredged up one of the few things she had learned, in passing, about the K’Tai warrior code, Rig. A K’Tai believed it was a show of respect for their adversaries to see into the eyes of a K’Tai who would not accept an opponent’s surrender. Which meant that the invaders had orders to kill every person at the mine, regardless of combatant status. Soldier or civilian alike could expect no mercy. And those transports must contain hundreds of bloodthirsty K’Tai.


  Sue ducked her head back down below the lip of the culvert and crouched low as her mind fought to process the information and find a way out for her and her charges. Santa came back to his senses, pushing the kids away from him as he stood fully upright, exposing the upper half of his body above the level of the culvert’s top with a gruff, “What the hell is going on here?”


  Before Sue could react, the air filled with the sound of pulse rifle fire, Santa jolted like a puppet as multiple rounds ripped into his large frame before his body dropped back to the floor of the culvert, landing across Chris and Jodee’s legs, effectively trapping them where they sat. Sue lunged for them, pulling their faces tight into her in a vain attempt to hide the bloodied body with its open, lifeless eyes staring at them. All four of the other teens screamed, bolted for the far side of the culvert, arms and legs akimbo and scrambled for purchase on the loose rocks.


  “No! Stay down,” called Sue as she tried futilely to reach them and pull them back into the culvert. Again, the sound of pulse fire filled the air, red blotches peppering the children’s backs as the rounds exploded violently from their chests, covering the side of the culvert in thick red blood. All four children slumped lifeless against the culvert’s side.


  The sight of Chris and Jodee staring at their dead friends filled Sue with the desire to wrap them in her arms and tell them that everything would be all right, but everything was not going to be all right. In fact, if she did not act swiftly, there was every chance that they would end up dead in the next few moments. Sue had hidden her past from her kids until now, but, she needed to summon the person, she had tried hard to suppress, back to life or the next few minutes could be her and her children’s last.


  Ignoring Chris and Jodee’s rush of questions, Sue reached forward, retrieving Santa’s info pad from where it lay abandoned by its owner on the culvert’s floor. Without a second’s thought she wiped the man’s blood from the screen before furiously tapping at its controls until she brought up a schematic of the mine. Flipping it over, she none too gently punched Chris and Jodee’s arms, stunning them into silence as she leaned into her kids’ young faces, demanding their attention. Two sets of wide eyes snapped around to stare at her, the fear in them reaching out for Sue like a physical thing.


  “Forget what happened to your friends. I need you to focus and do it now.”


  Chris nodded while Jodee turned her whole body slightly, so her back obscured the gruesome sight of her friends’ bodies which were gradually filling the culvert with their blood.


  Sue touched her wrist comm to each of the coms worn by her children, a single beep emanating from Sue’s wrist comm as it touched theirs. Without pause, Sue pointed at the schematic on the info pad.


  “This is a schematic of the mine. I’ve highlighted this air recycling shaft.” In the display a single shaft, maybe a kilometer from the main entrance, blinked. Chris and Jodee’s heads flicked to one side at the sound of more pulse rifle fire, a sharp cry of pain, then a single shot echoed around the site, then silence. Time was short; the K’Tai were working their way toward them.


  “Follow this culvert as far as you can, then make a run for the mine. When you get there, make your way to the air shaft and climb up. The top of the shaft is well beyond the mine perimeter, so there shouldn’t be any K’Tai around...”


  “Mom, why are they here? Why are they doing this?” asked Jodee.


  “Jodee, I don’t have time to explain, just shut up and listen,” snapped Sue. “Once you’re out, bring my name up on your wrist comm’s address book. I’ve adapted the call program so that when you call mom it will send a single ping to my com so I know you’re out. Then I want you to make your way to the cabin, you’ll be safe there until I can catch up with you. I’ve downloaded the location of the cabin into your wrist comms. It’s probably five days travel on foot. Avoid major roads and any settlements or farms as best you can...” Sue stopped talking as the sound of raised voices came to her ears, K’Tai voices. Out of time. Putting her finger to her lips to silence any more questions. She pushed the info pad into Jodee’s hands before pulling her children into her briefly, holding them close. A second alien voice answered the first. Sue pushed her children away from her and shooed them in the direction of the mine entrance. Chris and Jodee were forced to crawl over the blood slicked stones and over the still warm bodies of their friends and the larger form of the tour guide as they headed away. Chris spared a backward glance and saw his mother crouched down, weighing up a rock she must have picked off the culvert’s base in each hand. Turning his head, he set off after his sister.
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  WITH CHRIS AND JODEE on their way, Sue closed her eyes briefly as she centered herself, opening the internal box that she thought she had put away for good. She felt the familiar tingling spread through her muscles, the heightening of her senses as her brain activated every physical resource as it prepared the body for the battle to come. As if it had never been away, the old Sue flooded back into every part of her. Unbidden by her conscious mind, the layout of the entire mine complex appeared in her head in perfect clarity. Her mind plotted the locations of the grounded K’Tai troop transports, the direction the K’Tai had been moving when she had last had a visual fix on them, probable speed and distance covered. Time to reach her current location... Sound! Heavy footsteps approaching. Two pairs of feet. Sue’s head turned a few degrees left and right like a radar tracking two separate targets. Fifteen meters... thirteen meters... ten meters... five meters. Sue’s leg muscles shook with pent up energy, which explosively released as her feet pushed hard off the culvert floor, lifting her whole body clear of the lip, eyes snapped open as she zeroed in on her first target, a K’Tai soldier carrying a pulse rifle which he vainly tried to swing around to engage the jumping woman, too late. The heavy rock which had been in her right hand had, seemingly of its own free will, left her hand and struck the K’Tai square between the eyes. The loud thunk signaled a good hit and the soldier dropped to the ground, his skull split open by the heavy projectile. Sue ignored her first target, already writing him off as a threat, landing virtually atop the second K’Tai. Sue’s leg flashed out, catching the surprised K’Tai square on his version of the knee cap. K’Tai anatomy might not be the same as human’s, but the vicious strike to the knee cap had the same effect as that on a human opponent. The K’Tai soldier let out a high-pitched shriek as the bone shattered and he discovered his leg could now bend in a most unnatural direction. The soldier hit the ground hard, the pulse rifle falling from his grip as his hands flew to the sight of the excruciating pain. Sue’s arm swung in a large arc, gaining momentum as she brought the rock she carried down on the hapless soldier’s head with as much force as she could muster. Second target neutralized. Barely pausing, Sue swiftly policed the K’Tai’s body, relieving him of his ammunition belt, pulse rifle, a wicked looking oversized blade and some small metallic oval items with a twist timer on top. A feral grin spread over Sue’s face as she stuffed the grenades into her jacket pockets. In under six seconds the five feet six inch, 115-pound high school teacher had dispatched two of the universe’s most competent warriors. Sue Carter was not all she appeared to be.


  From around the mining complex came the sound of sporadic weapons fire. Hoisting the pulse rifle in her arms, Sue set off in a crouching run in the direction she had sent Chris and Jodee. The mother lioness would not let anything hurt her cubs.
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  REACHING THE END OF the culvert, Jodee risked a peek over its lip. The sweat caused by the exertion of crawling as fast as she could across the sharp stones had plastered her normally perfectly groomed blond hair to her forehead and she used her fingers to pull at the unkempt strands that fell in front of her eyes and obscured her vision. Balancing on one hand, she suddenly found her face pushed into the compacted earth side of the culvert as Chris collided with his now stationary sister. Spitting out a mouthful of dirt, she spun to face her younger, by a whole fifteen minutes, twin brother.


  “Watch what you’re doing, klutz,” she rebuked him in a harsh whisper.


  “If your ass wasn’t so big there would have been room for me to stop,” replied Chris.


  Deciding that ignoring Chris was probably the best course of action at this point, Jodee used the sleeve of her jacket to wipe the dirt from her face before sneaking another peek over the culvert's lip. Partially hidden by a single-story building which stretched back toward the center of the complex, there was the large, inviting entrance to the mine proper. Chris squeezed up beside her in the culvert’s narrow confines and raised his head also.


  “There it is,” he said. “I guess maybe 100, 110 meters.”


  Jodee eyed up the distance herself. Chris had called it about right. Jodee had always been the better athlete of the twins, not by much, but enough that it gave her bragging rights around the dining table, running as fast as she could she could probably cover the distance in maybe thirteen or fourteen seconds. A loud explosion, followed by the ground beneath her feet shaking, reminded her that this was not the athletic track back at school. Ducking back into the culvert, she faced Chris.


  “You ready for this?” she asked.


  Chris gave her the same cheeky grin that had always reminded her of dad. “No. But that ain't going to stop us, is it?”


  Jodee responded with a weak smile of her own. “Not a chance. Let’s do this.”


  Jodee steadied herself for a moment, resting her outspread hands against the earthen sides of the culvert before exploding from her hiding place like a cork from a champagne bottle. The acrid smell of smoke from burning buildings and vehicles assailed her nostrils as she ran for all her worth. Jodee stood nearly as tall as her father, at a hair under six feet, and her long legs ate up the distance to the beckoning mouth of the mine shaft. Through the loud beating of her own blood pumping in her ears, she could make out the rhythmic thumping of Chris’ feet as he struggled to keep up with his sister. Jodee came level with the single-story building and she felt her heart enter her mouth at the sight of three blue-skinned soldiers appearing around the building’s edge. Jodee’s headlong run faltered as the first of the soldiers turned to face her. The muzzle of his rifle seemed huge.


  Crack! The soldier’s head was jerked violently to one side, a puff of bright red blood filled the air and he dropped like a stone. Jodee felt a rough hand grab her jacket sleeve and pull her forward. Chris had caught up with her and was dragging her on, but her eyes were fixed on the two remaining K’Tai soldiers who were taking aim at her.


  Crack! A second K’Tai went down as he shared the same fate as his prone comrade. The remaining soldier went to one knee, but instead of aiming at the fleeing teenagers, he let off a long burst in the direction of the culvert that had only seconds before held Chris and Jodee. Spurred on, Jodee resumed her dash for the safety of the permacrete arch that formed the entrance to the mine, refusing to look back as the K’Tai and her mystery savior exchanged fire, fully expecting to be cut down any second. Time appeared to stretch, but eventually Chris and Jodee reached the mine entrance. Jodee slid to a halt and looked back in the direction she had just come. There was the K’Tai soldier, back against the corner of the single story building as he fired at whoever had taken down his two comrades. Jodee followed his line of fire and her knees went weak as she instantly recognized the face behind the sight of the rifle that had so swiftly and accurately taken out the K’Tai. Her mother!


  As she watched on helplessly, the K’Tai let off another long burst, kicking up a hail of dirt and stones around the culvert end. Rolling back into cover, he began the process of swapping out his rifle magazine. He never finished the action. From the culvert Jodee saw a small, dark ovoid shape fly high in the air, its perfect arc landing it precisely at the edge of the building the K’Tai was using for cover. Jodee had seen enough vid movies to know what it had to be.


  “Grenade!” she screamed as she attempted to make herself as small as possible in the narrow entrance.


  Kaboom! The permacrete Jodee was sheltering behind was peppered by fragments as a sound like a thousand buzzing bees echoed around the mine entrance. As the sound passed, Jodee tentatively chanced a look around. The once pristine mine entrance was now chipped and broken. Chris gave her a reassuring wave from behind the outer door seal. Designed to contain a Redlazore blast, the outer door seal had shrugged off the puny grenade’s explosive force with little more than a few scratches. Suddenly Jodee remembered who had saved them from the K’Tai, and spun in place, desperately searching for any sign of her mother. The entire section of the building where the soldier had been hiding was no longer there. The fabric of the building had been torn asunder by the powerful grenade. Flames licked at the jagged building’s corners, thick smoke spiraled upwards as the contents of the building burned. Of the soldier, there was no sign. What there was, though, was Sue running as fast as she could toward them. A wave of relief washed over Jodee at the sight of her mother, only for her relief to be replaced by dread as if by some giant, unseen hand Sue was picked up off her feet and flung hard into a stack of packing crates. Jodee took a step forward, a step which undoubtedly saved her life as a pulse rifle round zinged through the empty air where her body had been a fraction of a second before. Jodee dropped to the ground as the single shot was followed almost immediately by tens, hundreds more. The air around her filled with flying metal seeking a target but Jodee ignored them all, oblivious to the hail of lethal rounds that were seeking her out. She only had eyes for Sue. Her mother’s lithe body lay like a discarded rag doll against the packing crates. Three K’Tai soldiers approached the unmoving body warily, pulse rifles at the ready.


  Jodee felt herself scream her mother’s name, but couldn’t hear herself over the sound of the hail of fire that was ricocheting around the mine entrance as the K’Tai swept it with pulse rifle fire to keep any opposition down as they closed in. Somehow, Jodee began moving backward without moving a muscle. She continued screaming her mother’s name, her lungs filling with the rising dust haze as rounds impacted all around her. A part of her brain now felt the strong hands that were dragging her physically through the mine entrance, faster now as she moved on the smooth permacrete floor of the mine proper. With a whine of hydraulics, the heavy outer doors slid ever so slowly closed. Jodee continued to stare at the crumpled figure of her mother, her chin resting on her chest, arms by her sides, pulse rifle propped up on one leg. Even in death she defied her enemy to come closer.


  #
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  THE IMPACT OF THE K’TAI round on the stock of the large pulse rifle lifted Sue off her feet and flung her through the air until, with a bone jarring thump, she crashed into a stack of packing crates. Sue commanded her eyes to open through the dizziness and focus on the immediate threat; however, her body only partially accepted her commands, her eyelids opened barely enough for Sue to make out the shadowy forms of three K’Tai closing on her at a dead run.


  Sue tried to swing the heavy pulse rifle around to face them, but a flash of pain from her left collar bone told her something was wrong. No time to worry about that now, the shadows were nearly on top of her, and as her vision cleared of the myriad of stars, the sun glinted off the sharp steel bayonets atop the oncoming rifles. Come on, body, don’t let me down now. Hoisting the rifle in her right-hand Sue, hooked her foot under the heavy barrel, raising it from the ground. The pulse rifle roared as Sue held the trigger down and waved her leg back and forward like some demented puppet, the fire cutting down her onrushing assailants. Sue continued to pour fire until the magazine was empty. Before her lay the shredded remains of the three K’Tai sprawled in the dirt. Allowing the muzzle of her rifle to fall to the ground, Sue curled her legs up under her and, leaning on the rifle like a crutch, stood up, her now clear vision sweeping the mining compound for new threats. Through the rising palls of dirty smoke and the still flaming out building, Sue could make out the running forms of human workers and the more slow, methodical movements of the K’Tai. The dull pain in Sue’s left shoulder reminded her of its presence and she craned her neck to get a look at it. Pain shot along the nerves and Sue winced. A curse that her children would have found astounding escaped her lips as she reached up with her right hand to inspect the damage. An unnatural lump protruded from where her left collar bone met her upper arm. Yeah, that’s dislocated, thought Sue. Well, we know what we must do now, don’t we? Sue made her way over to the permacrete post which held the packing crates in position and placed her left shoulder against the unyielding structure. Taking a few deep breaths through pursed lips, Sue counted to three out loud.


  “One... Two... Three... Ahhh!” On three she pushed with all her might against the post and the dislocated collarbone popped back into place. The pain that it brought dropped Sue to her knees, her sweat-laced brow resting on the cold polycarbonate of the pulse rifle as she fought to slow her breathing and control the pain.


  “What I wouldn’t do for a dose of Numall right now,” she whispered to herself. Regaining her feet, Sue shook her left arm gently, gauging the range of motion. The muscles protested, but not enough that the arm wouldn’t function, and the aching pain would recede in a short period of time, giving her back a full range of motion.


  “I really need to stop doing that,” Sue berated herself as she examined her pulse rifle for damage. At the point where the stock joined the main body of the weapon was an evil looking dent and scar which caused the stock to veer at a strange angle away from the body. Sue paused for a second as she wondered at the lady luck that had shone on her and led to the K’Tai round hitting the weapon and not her.


  “Must just be my lucky day,” said Sue with a thin smile. “Oh well, plenty more where that one came from.” Discarding the damaged weapon, Sue trotted over to the K’Tai she had dispatched and retrieved a new pulse rifle, her eyes searching the area around her as she stuffed spare magazines and power packs into her jacket pockets. As she did so, her eyes fell on one of the grounded K’Tai transports sitting by the edge of the mine’s fence line and a mischievous grin split her face as a plan began to form.


  Glancing in the direction of the mine entrance, Sue saw a few K’Tai gather at the entrance. It would not be long before they worked out a way of opening or breaching the heavy doors, so Sue was going to have to give them something more immediate to do which would distract them long enough to give the kids a chance to reach the air shaft and relative safety. Patting the grenades in her pocket, Sue headed for the transport and its unwary crew, the smile growing even wider.


  Time to play!
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  H HOUR PLUS TEN MINUTES | CALLEY MINE


  The sealing of the thick mine doors was accompanied by a hissing that steadily increased in pitch, filling Jodee’s ears, drowning out her screaming as she lay on the smooth permacrete floor with eyes wide, staring at the spotless, brilliant white doors, the image of her mother’s prone body burned fresh in her mind. Unnoticed, her breath was coming now in ragged, painful intakes as the emergency pumps evacuated the air from the confined space. Black spots floated in her vision and she noticed a strange lack of feeling in her extremities as the life-giving oxygen was robbed from her body. As if in a waking dream, the outer door seemed to float away from her, receding into the distance, replaced by a veil of white fog. The high-pitched whistling suddenly stopped, and her chest heaved as her body involuntarily gasped, as it fought to replace the missing oxygen from her body. Dimly, as if from a great distance, a voice came to her. Louder now, accompanied by a face that swam into view as her eyes cleared of the blackness that had threatened to take her.


  “Jodee! Jodee!” The urgent voice of her brother Chris penetrated the ringing in her ears as the air pressure equalized. Arms hooked under her, half-dragging, half-carrying her until she sat upright, propped up against the smooth mine walls. The world around her came into sharp focus as she considered the worried face of Chris a scant few inches from her own. Her vision blurred once more, though this time it was due to the tears that filled her eyes and began streaming down her cheeks. Her entire body felt numb. She felt her mouth move, but her voice seemed to have deserted her. Through the tears she could make out the blurred face of Chris, his relief at escaping with his life from the black armored soldiers outside the mine entrance morphing into concern as he watched his sister sit in tears. Concern rapidly became worry when she failed to respond to him.


  Memories of overnight hunting trips with his father and sister, while their mother was away working, came flooding back to him. Sitting around an open fire at night, surrounded by thick forest echoing with the call of nocturnal creatures, the clear night sky full of stars glimpsed fleetingly through the mass of branches waving to and fro in the breeze. Tales of how some animals became paralyzed by their own fear, refusing to move when the opportunity to escape remained open to them. That fear had sealed their fate. Looking down now into the pale, tear-streaked face of his sister, that was what he thought he saw.


  “Jodee, snap out of it. We’re alive and if we want to stay that way we need to get moving. I’ve sealed the outer doors and that should hold them for a while, but those guys had some big-ass guns, so we need to do as mom said.”


  Chris’ mention of their mother only brought a fresh wave of tears as Jodee’s head fell to her chest and her shoulders heaved in time to her crying.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” shouted Chris. Anger now filled his voice, replacing the previous concern. He had never known Jodee to cry. Never! Chris had watched her fall from a tree in the back garden of their home on Eridi Prime, fracturing her arm in two places, and all she had done was wipe the dirt from her clothes, straighten her hair and march off into the house telling dad she needed to go to hospital. This tear-streaked face was not one he recognized and, in their current situation, it was not one he had time to deal with. Roughly grabbing her by the arms he hauled her upright; cupping her chin in his hand, he lifted her face until he could look into her wet eyes.


  “Jodee, I’m not sure what’s going on with you, but we’re getting out of here right now, so you need to pull yourself together.” His firm voice faltered as he looked deep into her eyes and saw the horror there. What had she seen that had such an adverse effect on her? “Jodee, I can’t do this on my own,” he half-whispered.


  Jodee looked back at her brother, her mouth opened to speak, to tell him that their mother was dead, her body lying in a crumpled heap outside the doors sealing them in here. Her mind conjured up the memory of her mother’s strong face as she had ordered them to run. The sight of her sacrificing herself so they could reach the safety of the mine. She needed to tell Chris. Her mouth opened to speak when a loud thump reverberated on the outer doors, the sound of explosives. Whoever was outside those doors was trying to get in. Chris was right, it was only a matter of time before they, whoever they were, managed to get through the outer doors and when they did... Jodee wiped her eyes and set her jaw, digging deep into the core of inner strength that her parents had instilled into her. Now was not the time to tell Chris, they needed to focus on escaping. Once they were out of the mine and safely away, she would share the tragic news with him. For now, she would carry the burden alone. Dragging one dirty sleeve across her eyes, she wiped away the tears. Straightening her body, Jodee gave Chris a brief nod, still not trusting her voice not to crack as it came out.


  Seeing his sister beginning to return to some form of normality, Chris bent to the task at hand. His activation of the emergency lockdown might have ensured that there was now a meter thick plasteel door between the soldiers and himself; however, it also meant that the inner door, another meter of plasteel, was between himself and the mine proper. Kneeling by a small control panel alongside the inner door, he activated his wrist comm, which obediently sprung into life. A projected display of icons and folders hovered in midair above the small device. Chris’ fingers flew frenetically across the display, opening and closing files as he searched for the correct file. Wrist comm was a misnomer; the small device, which was as much a part of everyday life now as repulsors and nanotech, did a lot more than allow voice and data transmission. The quantum processors contained within its slim construction had more computing power than all the computers aboard the first star ships that had ventured out from Earth centuries before. All you needed to access that processing power was a decent working knowledge of state of the art computer code and a cunning mind. For as long as he could remember, Chris had been fascinated by the intricacies of micro-electronics and the need to know how things worked. As for a cunning mind, well, all you needed to do was ask Jodee about the time he had reprogrammed the house AI to think that she was an intruder. The system had put the entire house into lockdown, flooding the shower room that she was in at the time with Paralax gas—not enough to render her unconscious, but just enough to put her in such a state that when the local police arrived in response to the AI’s call that there was an intruder in the house, they found a thirteen -year-old girl in a bath robe and her favorite pink bunny rabbit slippers, hair looking like she had been through a wind tunnel and unable to string two coherent words together. The images that Chris had recorded for posterity of Jodee having to be assisted into the rear of a police flitter, bunny rabbit slippers and all, while attempting to protest her innocence through numbed lips and only succeeding in sounding like she had spent all day perched at a bar drinking stiff alcohol, was priceless. His parents hadn’t been too impressed by his antics, although Dad’s shocked expression and Mom’s accusing finger could not hide their pride in his achievements. Well, he liked to think so, anyway.


  With a triumphant “Ha ha,” Chris found the program he was looking for, a few lines of code that he had devised himself. Establishing a link to the control panel, he ordered his wrist comm to share the code. For a second or two nothing appeared to happen, then a flood of computer script began scrolling across his display. “I’m in,” he informed his sister cheerfully.


  “Stop enjoying yourself and just get the doors open.” The sound of a second, stronger explosion rang out, filling the small chamber with a light haze of dust shaken free from the roof top. “Anytime you like, wonder boy.” Chris took the obvious sound of sarcasm in Jodee’s voice as a sign that his sister was returning to normal.


  The lines of computer script were flashing by at such a rate that Jodee was amazed that her brother could keep track. Occasionally his fingers would slow the flow to a more manageable rate, and he would pull up a line of his own code and substitute it for the original. A third, even stronger explosion shook the room. Jodee flung a concerned look over her shoulder at the thick doors holding their pursuers at bay. But for how much longer?


  “Chris, whatever you’re doing, do it faster,” she said urgently. As if in response, the inner door’s mechanism released a small hiss and the doors slowly receded into the walls, opening the way into the mine’s innards.


  Chris looked at her with a stupid, wide grin on his face. “Ask and thou shalt receive, my lady,” He dodged Jodee’s open palm swat that she aimed at his head.


  “Whatever, smartass,” Jodee quipped as she pulled up the schematic of the mine that her mother had downloaded to her own wrist comm. Her finger traced a highlighted route on the holographic image. The air shaft she was looking for lay roughly a kilometer deeper into the mine. Its vertical shaft, running from the surface to the very depths of the mine blinked steadily, a beacon of escape. “OK, I’ve found the shaft, let’s get going.”


  “Two minutes,” replied Chris. Jodee turned to berate her brother, who was now crouched down on the mine side of the inner doors, next to a panel identical to the one that he had used to access the mine’s controlling computer system and open the inner doors.


  “What the hell are you doing now, Chris?” she demanded.


  “And...” Chris tapped a command with a final flourish, a satisfied smile on his face. The inner plasteel doors slid smoothly closed and a small puff of blue smoke escaped from the control panel beside him. A faint trace of melted plastic touched the air. “Now they’ll have to blast through the inner doors as well if they want to get us.” Jodee’s furrowed brow begged an explanation.


  “When the doors sealed, I locked out the main computer and convinced it to go into a maintenance cycle. That should blind the mine’s surveillance systems for at least thirty minutes. And just in case our friends outside have any computer techs with them who think they can attain local control of the doors, I sent a power surge through the embedded circuitry of the door controls, frying them. No way are they getting through these doors without blasting them open. So even if they do get in behind us, they’ll have no idea where we are.”


  Jodee felt a grudging respect for her brother’s quick thinking; however, she was damned if she was going to show it. Ignoring his smirking face, she turned her back on him and set off down the mine at a steady jog. Behind her, Chris mumbled something about being unappreciated before following.


  Ten minutes later, the pair was standing beside a plain metal door set into the white walls of a tunnel that was indistinguishable from any of the other numerous white-walled tunnels that Jodee had navigated them along. Away from the entrance now and the attempts of the K’Tai to breach the imposing doors, the mine was strangely still. When the rotund guide had conducted his tour, the mine had hummed with the sound of automated hoppers carrying their sealed cargo along unseen pre-determined electronic paths to the processing facilities. Deeper into the mine, the massive boring machines had happily eaten their way into the rich veins of Redlazore. Now, though, the silence was broken only by the occasional click or whir of machinery going through the enforced maintenance cycle initiated by Chris’ tampering with the main computer.


  Jodee regarded the unassuming metal door, reading the mix of numbers and letters stenciled above it. Referring once more to the schematic displayed by her wrist comm, she satisfied herself that this was indeed the correct door. Taking a step back, she pointed at the locking mechanism. “Time for you to do your thing.”


  Chris busily began inputting commands into his hacking program and a few seconds later, the telltale alongside the door changed from red to green as the door popped open a few centimeters, the echoing sound of a distant thrumming fan growing louder as Chris pulled the door fully open, stepped through and on to a flimsy-looking gantry. Jodee followed his lead, her eyes automatically being drawn to the sound of the fan. Smooth, circular walls interrupted only by the flimsy staircase, clinging to it like a metal creeper, rose high above her until they merged into a single spot of light at the top of the ventilation shaft. “Wow! I didn’t realize we were so far underground,” said Chris, having to raise his voice to be heard over the whump, whump, whump of the fan.


  Jodee tapped at the wrist comm, which dutifully gave her the answer she had sought. “883 meters, according to the plans. Remember, Santa mentioned something about the company scooping out a big chunk of ground so the main processing facilities were hidden out of sight because they were so darned ugly, must have been a lot further below ground level than it looked.” Behind her, the door slid closed and rather than shout to be heard over the noise of the fan, Jodee gestured toward the locking mechanism. Chris immediately got her intention, and within a few seconds bright sparks were jumping from the control pad, sealing the pair into the ventilation shaft. With one more glance upwards, Jodee resolutely began the climb toward the spinning fan blades.


  #
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  THIGHS BURNING FROM exertion, Jodee and Chris reached the top of the gantry, finding themselves standing on a platform hanging from the shaft’s wall, large enough for a half dozen workers to stand. The noise of the whirling blades dragging air into the mine had steadily increased the higher they had climbed; now though, a few scant meters above their heads, the sound was deafening, making any hope of conversation impossible. A thick metal mesh screen prevented workers from inadvertently inserting tools, equipment or, more seriously, body parts anywhere near the spinning blades. A drop-down trap door, secured by a separate electronic lock, was built into the protective mesh maybe two meters above her. Sunken into the wall, so as not to impede the spinning fan blades, was a vertical ladder leading to the top of the shaft and the beckoning freedom of outside. Reaching that freedom, however, presented a problem that Jodee hadn’t foreseen. How the hell were they meant to get past the fan blades? Jodee scanned the smooth walls of the shaft and failed to see any form of control mechanism that Chris could use to order the fans to halt their frantic beating. Turning to scream at Chris that she thought they were stuck, her words stuttered to a halt as she was confronted by the sight of her brother staring at the lock on the trap door. Deciding not to waste her energy shouting a question, she opted for tapping him on the shoulder, and when he looked at her she pointed upwards and shrugged her shoulders. Chris took another look at the lock before a wicked grin cracked his face. The grin became something else as, reaching over to place his arms on her shoulders, he spun her around in place before pushing down on her. With a flash of insight Jodee realized what Chris wanted; bending her knees, she lowered her body, using one hand placed against the shaft’s smooth walls to steady herself. Without hesitation Chris climbed on to her shoulders, one knee unceremoniously whacking her as he did so, forcing Jodee to refrain from dropping him back on his ass and berating him. With a grunt of effort, Jodee straightened her legs, struggling to keep her back straight. She hadn’t lifted Chris like this since they were children, when had he put on so much weight? Chris slipped his fingers between the overhead mesh to steady them as Jodee, with small, tenuous steps, turned around and shuffled forward until Chris was directly below the trap door’s lock.


  Any good balancing act at a circus would have been proud of Chris and Jodee as Chris held on to the mesh trap door with one hand while he tapped away at his wrist comm with the other, all the while swaying back and forward on the shoulders of his sister, who regretted now not commenting on his second portion of breakfast. The lock on the trap door was simple in comparison to those Chris had already dealt with elsewhere in the mine. Once he accessed its safety lockout, it sprung open obligingly. The sound of a loud klaxon split the air twice as the mesh cover dropped open, causing Jodee to nearly drop Chris as she bent forward and he slipped unceremoniously from her shoulders. A metal ladder extended downward until it locked into position on the gantry’s floor. The noise from the fan diminished as it spun down, gradually coming to a complete halt. Chris was already scrambling up the ladder as he called to his sister.


  “Thank the pencil pushers for health and safety. Opening the lock automatically cuts off power to the fan, but you can bet your ass that it shows on somebody’s board in the control room.”


  Jodee didn’t need any further encouragement. Grasping the ladder, she flung herself up it, following Chris as she inadvertently used one of her father’s favorite phrases. “Then let’s boogie, kid.”


  Slipping past the imposing fan, Chris barely paused as he reached another of the dumb locks that secured the access hatch, which represented the last barrier to the outside world. Climbing over the raised edge of the ventilation shaft’s inlet, he collapsed on the soft grass, which encircled the inlet for a few meters before giving way to native trees on three out of four sides, the fourth side showing only sky as the ground seemed to disappear. Seconds later he was joined by Jodee. Both kids were breathing heavily, partly from exertion, partly from the relief of escaping the mine. That relief evaporated as the booming sound of a large, distant explosion reached them. An impressive shock wave caused the branches of the trees to sway back and forth.


  Chris scampered across the grass on all fours until he reached the edge of the drop. What he saw caused him to take a sharp intake of breath before turning excitedly to Jodee. “Holy crap, Jodee you gotta see this!”


  Reluctantly Jodee imitated her brother’s example and crawled across to where he was lying, and the view stole her breath away, though not for the same reason as Chris. The pair found themselves perched atop a sheer drop of at least 500 meters, and laid out before them was the expansive mining complex. The guide had said that it covered an area of 2.3 square kilometers above ground and consisted of over 100 individual buildings. Seeing it now, though, from what was effectively a bird’s-eye view, brought those numbers into stark reality. Centered on the three huge oblong processing buildings, what seemed like a myriad of smaller buildings spread out, intersected by wide permacrete roads. The entire complex was bounded by a double-lined boundary fence. What must once have been a pristine, efficient example of humanity’s industrial prowess was now partially obscured by thick black smoke, as numerous buildings were engulfed by fire as ants ran between the buildings. No, Jodee corrected herself, not ants. People!


  A flash of yellow drew Jodee’s eye to an area slightly beyond the western side of the perimeter fence. Another shock wave rumbled over the lip of cliff top, branches swaying as the noise of the explosion caught up with the initial shock wave.


  “I think that was a ship blowing up,” stuttered Chris.


  “Uh-huh,” agreed Jodee, her mind whirling as groups of ants seemed to pause momentarily before all rushing in the direction of the momentous explosion. Jodee looked upon the scene of devastation with fresh eyes and only now noticed that at least one more large ship was already billowing smoke. Something, or more likely someone, had destroyed two of the invaders’ ships.


  Jodee’s pulse raced and she suddenly felt giddy. Scrambling for her wrist comm, she hoped beyond hope that she was right. With fumbling fingers, she keyed in a call to her mother, breath catching in her throat as she waited a reply. Seconds passed like eons then, briefly, a double beep reply.


  Jodee rolled on to her back, closing her eyes and giving a silent prayer as she felt her cheeks wet from the tears that ran down them. Chris was too engrossed in the unfolding scene below to notice his sister’s actions. Another bright flash and a third transport burst into flames, causing Chris to release a loud excited whoop.


  “Hey sis, looks like somebody is really kicking ass down there.” When Jodee didn't immediately reply, he pulled his gaze away from the ongoing fighting. Jodee was lying on her back, tears coming from tightly closed eyes; strangely a huge toothy smile was fixed on her face. Chris’ eyebrows came together as he tried to figure out what was up with his sister today. Giving up, he gave the smoke-obscured mining complex below a last look before jumping to his feet and giving Jodee a not-too-gentle kick.


  “Hey, sleepy head. I guess it’s time we got moving. If mom finds out we hung around watching all the fun, then she’ll not be best impressed. And you know what she’s like when she gets annoyed.”


  Jodee let out a short laugh as she wiped her eyes and rolled to her feet, slapping away Chris’ proffered hand playfully. Bringing up the map overlay, she oriented the little bouncing ball that indicated the route to their family cabin. Ignoring the dulled sounds of gunfire behind them, the twins set off, both wondered how far they would get before their mother caught up with them.
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  SUE DUCKED BEHIND THE corner of an outbuilding as the first of the thermic grenades that she had tossed through the gaping maw of the imposing troop transport, after she had cut down the small security detail in a hail of pulse rifle fire, went off. Thermic grenades in an enclosed space surrounded by tanks full of highly inflammable lifter fuel were a bad combination. Well, certainly bad news for anybody caught up in the resultant blast radius.


  With the sound of the explosion ringing in her ears, it was the vibration of her wrist comm rather than the urgent incoming call tone that garnered her attention. Sue’s eyes fell upon the caller ID and she had to stifle a cry of pure joy as Jodee’s name blinked at her. Urgently she tapped in a two-tone reply, praying that the kids would stick to the plan and head for the cabin, where she confidently believed that Dave would be awaiting them. With the message sent, Sue’s attention returned to her current task to hand: keeping the K’Tai so preoccupied with her that they would have no time to go chasing the kids.


  Destroying the first transport hadn’t conjured the desired reaction. The K’Tai must have expected to meet at least some tacit resistance to their landing. After all, there were several armed guards at the mine. Perhaps they viewed the destruction of a single transport as an acceptable loss. Sue hoped with a second transport now a burning mass of wreckage, it would divert troops to protect the landing site.


  Risking a brief glance around the corner of the building that had sheltered her from the blast of the exploding transport, she warily eyed her next target. Maybe 150 meters away sat a third transport; the security detail attached to this one picked itself up from the ground where the blast of her last explosion had knocked them. One K’Tai was being more vocal than the rest. He was obviously in charge and was urging the others to their feet and to take up defensive positions. A feral grin spread across Sue’s face as she sighted down her stolen pulse rifle. Well we can’t have that, can we? Allowing the aiming reticule to center naturally on the K’Tai’s blue forehead, Sue steadied her breathing, then almost without a command, her finger gently stroked the trigger. The K’Tai’s head exploded in a burst of red blood and gray brain matter. As his body crumpled to the ground, Sue was already lining up her next shot. In rapid succession, the security detail was dispatched, clearing the way for Sue to approach the now unguarded, open ramp.


  Scanning left and right for potential trouble as she ran, Sue unhooked the last of her thermic grenades, lobbing them into the rear of the troop transport without slowing. She angled away from the transport, sprinting for all she was worth for the beckoning thigh-high bush. One transport destroyed might be acceptable, possibly two. Three, however, couldn’t be mistaken for anything else but a concerted attack on the landing zone, and any commander worth his salt would react to protect these valuable assets. And that was exactly what Sue was counting on: get the K’Tai to go after her for a few hours, leaving the kids time to get clear of the mine area, and then she would double back and hook back up with them and they could all head for the cabin together.


  Sue made it nearly 100 meters before the grenades went off and the shock wave hit her. Expecting it, she rolled forward with the explosion and came back up on her feet and continued her headlong sprint. The brush around her got thicker and taller and she veered left slightly as she hunted for an easier route. In the near distance, a solid wall of green rose, the edge of a thickly wooded area where she hoped she could confuse her pursuers and eventually lose them completely. That was the plan, anyway.
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  H HOUR PLUS TEN MINUTES | THE LEVIN FARM, TEN KILOMETERS WEST OF GEMINI CITY


  Jacob Levin had been up and out early this morning. He had found signs of Gaters the evening before, down by the bottom field. Last season, he had lost over a dozen lambs to the indigenous predator. About the size of a terrier, the Gater had two rows of needle-sharp teeth in its Y-shaped mouth and six legs that carried it over smooth or rough terrain at prodigious speed. Gaters were pack hunters like old Earth’s wolves, and, just like wolves, if a Gater pack thought it had the upper hand on a lone human, they would not hesitate to attack. Jacob gave his antiquated scatter gun a reassuring pat. It might be old, but its three barrels held fifty razor-sharp polycarb pellets each and at close range they would rip a Gater to shreds. A wry grin creased Jacob’s sweating face. If he could get close enough. Gaters were smart. They had hastily adapted to the arrival of humans on their world. They avoided the clusters of buildings making up the farms and ranches that dotted the landscape between Gemini City and its surrounding mountains. Gaters had a fantastic sense of smell but poorer eyesight, although their hearing was on a level with their sense of smell; hence a heavily sweating sixty-four-year-old man who really should know better, trudging through waist-high grass two kilometers away from the comfort of his aging but still completely functional flitter. Gaters scattered and hid at the sound of a flitter’s whining engines.


  A fleeting movement at the edge of the slowly waving grass caught Jacob’s eye, and he froze still as a marble statue. Jacob searched the field’s edges, his gaze sweeping from left to right, willing the thick grass to part and reveal his quarry. As if his silent prayer had been answered, the grass before him parted to reveal four Gaters happily munching away on a lamb that had been unlucky enough to become separated from its mother. With enforced patience, Jacob slowly raised the scatter gun to his shoulder as he took careful aim on the still feeding vermin. Jacob’s index finger was curling around the trigger when all four Gaters froze as if someone had flung a switch. As one, they raised themselves high on their rear legs, nostrils twitching as they scented the air. Had they got a whiff of Jacob? Keeping perfectly still, Jacob watched the swaying stalks of grass to judge the direction of the gentle breeze. No, he was downwind of the Gaters. Something else must have spooked them. Too late, Jacob returned his attention to the Gaters. They were gone, vanished into the sea of grass, leaving behind the tattered remains of the unfortunate lamb.


  The scatter gun came down from Jacob’s shoulder as he let out a silent curse. The Gaters would keep running until they were sure that they were safe, and for all Jacob knew, that could be on the far side of the property. Resigning himself to defeat, Jacob attempted to cheer himself up with the thought that it was not a completely wasted day. The sun was still a good few hours short of noon, and if he could make good time back to the farmhouse, he would have time to surprise Laura and Jacob Junior with a nice lunch. With the scatter gun hanging lazily from one hand, he pulled an already sweat soaked handkerchief from his pocket and dragged it across his brow. That was when the first distant rumble reached him. It took Jacob a moment to figure out the source of the boom, then his eyes locked on the expanding palls of smoke as they rose high above the tallest of Gemini City’s buildings. Jacob raised his free hand up to block out the sunlight and screwed his eyes up in a vain attempt to bring the distant towers into better focus. Through the billowing smoke, he picked out brief, intense flashes of light. Seconds later, his ears made out the distant rumble of the explosions. With growing dread, he raised the worn scatter gun once more to his shoulder and pressed his eye hard against the equally ancient optical sight mounted atop the tri-barrel.


  Jacob’s farm was situated right at the base of the Scraggy Mountains, and followed the gently sloping terrain as it went from dense woodland to thinner, sparser coverage, until the trees gave way to rolling, maintained agricultural crops and grasses. What trees remained were few and far between, scattered across the neat squared-off fields like small islands in some giant ocean that lapped on the concrete and brick shoreline of Gemini City some ten kilometers from where Jacob stood.


  The optics weren’t good enough to give Jacob a perfect image of what was happening, but what he saw was enough to bring a bead of sweat to his brow that wasn’t due to the heat of the sun. A nervous tremor in his forearms caused the view through the scope to wobble slightly from side to side, forcing Jacob to drop the scatter gun from his shoulder. Get a grip, Jacob, he admonished himself. Wiping the growing sweat from his hands on his pants legs, he brought the rifle up, squashing his eye into the sight. Bright flashes of yellow and orange were rapidly obscured by black, oily smoke that rose high into the air. Flickering shapes with flattened, elongated wings buzzed above and around the palls of smoke. Sporadically one of the buzzing insects expanded in a spectacular explosion, its fiery remains falling on the city below, and where they struck more flames spread. As Jacob continued to watch, mesmerized by the spectacle, what had been sporadic ground fire faded to nothing and through the low clouds larger craft came into view. Ten, twenty, forty, more and more descended on the burning city, disappearing behind buildings and lingering smoke.


  The weapon at his shoulder seemed to lower of its own accord, unnoticed by Jacob, who continued to stare as if in a dream, no, a nightmare toward the distant, smoke-shrouded city. For what felt like hours, but was only seconds, Jacob stood motionless as the grass swayed back and forth in the breeze and the steady rumble of far-off explosions assailed his ears. With a thump, the scatter gun fell to the ground. Jacob’s fingers scrambled to activate his wrist comm.


  “Calling Laura,” said the artificially pleasant voice. Come on, Laura, pick up, pick up!


  “I’m sorry, Jacob, it has not been possible to connect you with Laura at this time. There appear to be network connectivity issues. I suggest you try again later.”


  Connectivity issues, my ass, thought Jacob. Being away from more built-up areas, where network coverage was always patchy at best, was part and parcel for Jacob, who had invested in wrist comms for Laura, Junior and himself that tied directly into Agate’s orbiting communications satellites.


  The investment had proved its worth two winters past when Jacob, in one of his more stubborn moments, had decided with a burgeoning snowstorm on the horizon, to head up to the higher pastures to check on the livestock. Ignoring the increasingly heavy snow, Jacob had made it to the pastures, moving the livestock into the shelters before heading back to the farmhouse. By then, the snow was falling so heavily Jacob had had to rely on the flitter’s nose radar to guide him down the treacherous mountain path. Everything would have been fine if it had not been for the 100 kilometer an hour winds the storm had brought with it. One particularly strong gust had caught the flitter, and with the engines straining to comply with the onboard computer’s instructions, the machine was not so gently reminded that nothing built by man was a match for Mother Nature, no matter what planet you were on. The flitter was lifted off its repulsors and dashed against the unforgiving mountainside. Jacob’s head had smashed off the flitter’s clear plex canopy hard enough that he lost consciousness.


  To this day, he still had vague memories of the powerful search lights of the search and rescue helocraft illumining his half snow-buried vehicle. The snatches of shouted instruction, telling him to cover his eyes as the rescue team used plasma cutters to remove the buckled canopy. The gentle hands lifting him clear of the mangled wreckage. When he wakened in a warm hospital bed, head pounding from concussion, he had found the wrist comm, which detected his bio readings and automatically transmitted an emergency broadcast with his GPS coordinates, sitting on the bedside table. The little wrist comm had transmitted until the search and rescue team canceled the beacon by physically touching one of their wrist comms to the one on Jacob’s wrist. It was a sobering thought that if Jacob hadn’t spent the extra cash to upgrade the wrist comm, then he would have frozen to death on that high mountain road. The day he was released from hospital, his first action was to purchase Laura and Junior matching wrist comms. Jacob new the reliable device had not suffered a network fault. Whomever was responsible for the happenings in the city was interfering with satellite communications.


  Picking up the scatter gun, Jacob broke into a steady run, his long stride eating up the distance between himself and his farm. He might be sixty-four, but the demands of working on a farm, even one with all the smart machinery that modern day technology could supply, was still a physically demanding job, and Jacob prided himself on the fact that on his infrequent visits to the city he was still mistaken for a man many years his junior. Of course, a far younger wife and a teenage boy added to the illusion that he himself was not his true age; nevertheless, at this moment he was grateful for his stamina. It was just over two kilometers through the fields and over fences and ditches back to the farm house and he covered the distance in a little under half an hour.


  Not slowing his headlong run, he burst through the unlocked front door of the house, his mud-covered boots leaving a trail of dirt across the gleaming wooden floors. For some incomprehensible reason, he made a mental note to clean the floors before Laura came home, or there would be hell to pay. Reaching the main living space, he skidded to a halt as his gaze fell upon the viewing screen that was mounted above the fireplace. On it was a picture of Governor Vandenberg sitting behind a large imposing desk, his face looking somber. His lips were moving as he spoke, but Jacob could only hear the blood pounding in his ears; it took Jacob a second to realize that he couldn’t hear what the governor was saying because there was no sound. Jacob searched for the controls, throwing cushions from the couch in his frantic search. Where had Junior hidden them this time? Below a discarded info tablet, Jacob found the controls and turned up the volume.


  “...Advise you to stay in your homes at this time. We will advise you further when the current situation resolves itself...”


  The screen suddenly filled with static as the signal was cut off. Jacob flung the controls down on the couch as he thought about what the governor had said. What situation? From what Jacob had seen, somebody was blowing the crap out of Gemini City and that was more than a ‘situation’! As for staying at home, well, that plan was out the window, Laura and Junior were in the city somewhere and Jacob was damned if he was going to let anybody tell him he couldn’t go looking for them. Scatter gun in hand, Jacob turned and headed back to his abandoned flitter, the muddy footprints forgotten and the front door left ajar.


  #
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  JACOB WAS PUSHING HIS own flitter as fast as the ancient vehicle’s repulsors would go when the bright flash of an explosion off to his right caught his attention. For a few seconds Jacob considered ignoring the explosion, but from his reckoning the flash had come from near the home of his nearest neighbors, the Xians. The rising smoke from the explosion partially obscured the retreating bat-winged shape flying low to the ground. Jacob followed it with his eyes as the dark shape skimmed the ground before carrying out a radical vertical turn, pointing its nose skyward and disappearing as it accelerated up through the clouds. The tug of his conscience caused Jacob to reluctantly pull back on the throttles, slowing his headlong dash to Gemini City to locate Laura and Junior; instead, he turned the flitter off the main highway and up the track toward the Xian farm. The sight that greeted him as he pulled into the front yard was one of cold, clinical murder.


  Smoke was still rising from the hole in the ground that had once been the Xian family’s flitter. Jacob cracked the canopy of his own vehicle, his nostrils filling with the smell of scorched metal and burnt earth. Jacob went to move closer to the still burning vehicle, flames licking around the chassis, but the heat was too intense, the skin on his face prickling from the flames. Jacob slowly circled the crater nevertheless, in the vain hope that he might be able to reach the occupants. As he made his way around to what he thought had been the passenger side, searching for any signs of life, he stumbled and nearly fell as his foot caught on a piece of debris. Looking down as he let out a loud curse at the offending charred tree root that had been the cause of his stumble, Jacob went to kick out at it as it became the object of his frustration at not being able to do anything to save the Xians.


  Light glinting on metal, half-obscured within the root, caused Jacob to halt his vengeful strike, as instead he knelt so he could more closely examine the fragment. Pushing his fingers through the root to reach it, Jacob’s brain registered that the root had an odd texture. The outside was charred and brittle, breaking away at his touch, exposing a softer, fibrous inner structure. Jacob’s searching fingers grasped the bright metal and pulled it clear of the root with a quiet sucking sound, as part of the outer root came away with it, exposing the root’s thin white interior.


  Jacob held the small piece of metal in the palm of his hand. Discolored by the intense heat, the thin, circular band didn’t resemble any piece of a flitter that Jacob recognized, and he had stripped his own flitter to pieces on more than one occasion as he endeavored to keep it running. Laura had reproached him every time the secondhand vehicle failed to start or threw up some other minor issue that Jacob insisted that he could fix himself; besides, he said, he enjoyed tinkering with machinery and the dealership in the city would charge him an arm and a leg for a ten-minute job that would inevitably end up taking him all day. Laura would just laugh at him as she called him an old miser, leaving him to his self-imposed labor.


  Maybe it was thinking about Laura that made Jacob’s mind recognize the metal in his hand for what it was. A wedding ring. Jacob’s wide eyes went from the dirt-covered ring to the charred root he had retrieved it from. His mouth fell open as he saw again the exposed inner white root. Jacob backpedaled away as fast as his flailing arms and legs would carry him as the true nature of the root became clear to him. The root was part of the remains of his friends. The bile rose in his throat and filled his mouth as Jacob rolled on to all fours and emptied the contents of his stomach on the dirt.


  When his heaving chest eventually stilled, Jacob sat back on his heels, using the sleeve of his jacket to wipe his mouth and tear-streaked cheeks. The ring was still tightly gripped in his balled fist, all that was left of a family of two adults and their young children. Jacob carefully placed the ring into a pocket of his jacket, checking twice to ensure that he had secured it inside. Standing up, Jacob took one more look at the smoking remains that had once been four people. The hatred he felt for those who had taken Laura and Junior from him was fueled by this new atrocity.


  Jacob rose to his feet once more, turning his back on the still burning wreckage, crackling and popping as it burned the remaining combustibles. Jacob had only taken a couple of steps back toward his own flitter when his ears caught the sound of soft cat-like mewing. Turning in place, Jacob strained to locate the source of the sound, but the sharp crackling from the burning crater masked its location. Jacob couldn’t remember the Xians having a cat; besides he and his scatter gun were headed for the city. A few more steps, and Jacob had reached the flitter when the noise came again. This time the mewing was cut off by an urgent shushing. That was no cat. Jacob lifted the scatter gun from its rack. Perhaps he need not have to wait until he reached the city before the opportunity for revenge presented itself. Holding the hefty tri-barrel in both hands, Jacob viewed his surroundings with a new purpose. The farmhouse with its raised front deck was off to his left. Mono ties secured the shutters and the front door, denying access to anyone without a pair of molecular cutters—not something you tended to carry in your back pocket. To the right of the farmhouse, about 100 meters away, stood a three-story barn–cum-workshop–cum-store. Jacob ruled that out as hiding place for whoever had made the noise; it was too far away. His gaze fell on the track that led up to the farm and the drainage ditch running alongside it. A line of low shrubs hid it from view, but Jacob and Junior had spent a back-breaking few days at the end of last season helping Xian excavate the ditch that ran the full length of the track back to where it joined the main road over a kilometer away. In return, Xian had manufactured hard to find parts for Jacob’s auto harvesters. Jacob had thought it a good deal, although Junior hadn’t been so sure. The pain in his lower back by the time they eventually finished made him think Junior had been correct and Xian had got the better part of the deal.


  Jacob bounded to a natural break in the brush line, twenty meters or so back toward the road. Careful to make little noise, he slipped through the break and cautiously poked his head far enough out the other side so that he had a clear view up and down the narrow, straight, shallow ditch. There! Virtually alongside his own flitter, a dark shape stood in contrast to the light gray sloping sides of the permacrete ditch. With a little hop Jacob cleared the ditch as, scatter gun raised, he approached his unsuspecting prey. Fifteen meters. Ten meters. At five meters, he couldn’t possibly miss. The anger that had filled him with the deaths of the Xians and most likely his own beloved Laura and Junior had become cold hatred, a thing to be fed by the death of his enemies. The dark, crouched figure before him was to be the first to feed his revenge’s insatiable appetite. Jacob pulled the gun tight into his shoulder, spreading his feet in preparation for the tri-barrel’s kick. At this distance, the blast was likely to cut his intended target to shreds.


  A barely heard whimper emanated from under the dark coat, a sound that made Jacob’s finger come off the trigger and the scatter gun lower of its own volition. Two steps covered the short distance to the crouched figure. Grabbing the cloak’s collar, he pulled it with all his strength. Concealed beneath it were a pair of children, a boy not more than seven and a girl maybe a year older, both regarding the hulking figure of Jacob with terrified, tear-filled eyes.


  Jacob looked down on the now orphaned children, all the time hearing the crackle of the fire that was consuming the remains of their parents, and the vengeance in his heart was slowly leached away to be replaced by a deeper, colder hatred for those responsible. The cowering children—Jacob searched his memory to remember their names but came up blank; he would just have to leave the introductions until later—huddled in the drainage ditch forced him to abandon any plans he might have had to head into the city. It wasn’t like he could just leave them here to fend for themselves while he charged off on some sort of vengeful crusade. The sound of another explosion rumbled across the fields full of growing crops and livestock toward him and Jacob turned, only to be confronted by another rising ball of smoke beyond a line of thick Yumma trees, separating a field full of content grazing cows from a sea of golden wheat. Jacob squinted as he tried to gauge the distance between himself and the rising smoke, the top section already beginning to be wisped away by the breeze. Maybe six or seven kilometers, judged Jacob. That would be the Larmiers’ place. Looked like it had just suffered the same fate as the Xians’ farm. No points for guessing whose spread could be next on the target list, thought Jacob, knowing full well it could be his. Taking a final long look at the tall glass needles that were the skyscrapers of downtown Gemini City, poking up through the growing black haze sprinkled with the bright flash of weapons fire and explosive detonations, Jacob said a silent prayer for Laura and Junior before bending at the waist and scooping the two children up, hugging them tight so they couldn’t see the burning vehicle holding the remains of the two people in the world who had been responsible for their safety. That duty now fell to Jacob as he strapped them into the rear of his still idling flitter. Attempting to arrange his facial features into a reassuring look, he kept his doubts and ire from his voice.


  “Don’t worry, you’re safe now. Your mom and dad asked me to take care of you and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” The lie burned in his throat and his promise did nothing to lessen it. Sealing the flitter’s canopy, he turned up the air conditioning in the vain hope of removing the smell of residual smoke from his and the children’s clothes, before applying power and guiding the vehicle toward the main road where he turned right, the view of the distant Scraggy Mountains filling the whole front canopy. Jacob ignored the rear-view mirror and its ongoing scene of battle.
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    Chapter Eleven


    Crossing Paths
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  H HOUR PLUS FIFTEEN MINUTES | GEMINI CITY


  A grunt escaped the lips of Jessica Reynolds as she was flung against the side of the flitter, as her driver screamed around a corner and swerved to avoid yet another abandoned vehicle in the middle of the street. The flitter yo-yoed back in the opposite direction and only her tight grip on the dashboard prevented her from landing in the driver’s lap, not that he would have noticed. Reynolds’ orders to him were explicit, get them back to headquarters as fast as he could, and that was exactly what he intended to do. In fact, Reynolds was pretty sure he was relishing the opportunity to push the flitter as hard as he could. It wasn’t like he was going to be stopped for speeding by a traffic cop. Since leaving the governor’s mansion, Reynolds hadn’t seen a single cop, though when they had entered the city proper, they had plenty of evidence that there had been scattered fighting taking place. Burning vehicles, both civilian and police, littered the roads and sidewalks.


  The governor’s mansion was on the opposite side of the city from the barracks where her marines of the 182nd battalion were based, and the fastest way to reach the barracks was straight through downtown with its forest of gleaming office buildings. As they had entered downtown proper, it struck Reynolds as eerily quiet. Of the civilian population, they were few and far between. Reynolds had caught a glimpse of a few running figures, but it appeared that the majority had heeded the governor’s warning to stay indoors and seek the relative safety of their buildings’ basements. She had lost contact with her headquarters almost immediately after giving the order to implement Plan Shadow. Although the communication loss had not been unexpected—after all, disrupting your opponent’s communications was a standard tactic in any military operation—it still concerned her. She needed to know what was going on if she was to have any influence on the outcome of this battle. A thousand decisions needed to be made, and she could only trust that her officers were executing her plan as she would have wanted. Reynolds reigned in her anxiety as she silently urged her driver to go faster.


  As if the urgency of the situation needed emphasis, the vehicle they had just careened past was peppered by K’Tai pulse rifle fire as enemy soldiers attempted to hit the speeding flitter. Reynolds craned her neck to look behind her and get a look at the enemy soldiers that had been using them as target practice, and that simple maneuver probably saved her life as the front canopy of the flitter shattered into a million pieces. The flitter veered sharply to one side before slamming into a parked heavy lift flitter. The impact threw Reynolds’ head forward until it made painful contact with the dashboard. Stars filled her vision. Through the pointed pain in her head from where it had struck the dashboard, Reynolds struggled to get her eyes to focus, immediately regretting shaking her head to rid her vision of the dancing stars as a wave of dizziness washed over her. Reynolds touched her hand to her forehead and it came away wet and sticky with blood.


  “Pass the med pack, Carver,” ordered Reynolds as she wiped the blood from her hand on her pants leg. When the driver didn’t immediately reply, Reynolds turned her head gently to stop the stars returning.


  “Shit!” Where the unlucky marine’s head should have been, there was only the twisted rear corner of the heavy lift flitter protruding into her vehicle’s cockpit. Gingerly twisting further in her seat, Reynolds reached into the back of the wrecked interior, searching for the med pack which was now buried under a mountain of equipment that had come loose during the crash. Reynolds’ efforts were hampered by the fact that the impact had partially collapsed the roof of the flitter, forcing the various pieces of equipment into a veritable wall of debris. Finally, Reynolds located the med pack and had just about managed to get her fingers around its grab straps when her eye caught movement out of the shattered rear window. Thoughts of the med pack were replaced with the more urgent need to locate her rifle as three K’Tai soldiers advanced down the deserted street toward her vehicle. Seconds later she realized the futility of her search. Her rifle had been in the weapons rack directly behind her head. With the collapse of the vehicle’s roof as the stationary heavy lift flitter’s rear end had scythed into her speeding vehicle, bringing it to its unplanned halt, the weapons rack had been crushed and along with it Reynolds’ rifle.


  The marine colonel was not defenseless, however. In one smooth movement, a compact ten-millimeter full auto machine pistol was retrieved from its normal home in her thigh holster, coming as if of its own accord into a firing position. I’ve got to get out of this flitter, I’m a sitting duck in here, thought Reynolds. Without taking her eyes from the approaching K’Tai, she reached out with her free hand and by touch alone found the door opening catch. Reynolds kept a wary eye on the effective tactics of the approaching enemy soldiers. At any time, at least one went to ground to provide cover for his two comrades as they advanced, then one of the advancing pair would find a fire position and cover the rear man’s advance. The marines used a similar method; they called it keeping one foot on the ground at all times. It was probably the most effective way of covering ground while still providing the best protection to advancing troops.


  Time to move, marine, Reynolds chastised herself, tapping the door release. Instead of coming smoothly open, the door refused to budge, and the mechanism let out a loud whine in protest as it tried to force the buckled door clear of the frame. Reynolds’ hand came off the catch as if she had gotten an electric shock. The whining noise abated, but it had been enough to alert the approaching K’Tai that the mangled wreckage might still contain life. As one they opened fire, and pulse rifle rounds pinged off the light armor of the marine flitter and flew through the interior, through the smashed rear window, striking the pile of equipment that now provided a barrier for the trapped Reynolds, who was doing her best impression of a hedgehog as she curled up in the foot well, frantically searching for an exit. The K’Tai fire slackened momentarily, so Reynolds took the chance to poke her machine pistol over the top of the equipment providing her a makeshift barricade and fired a long, unaimed burst of ten-millimeter rounds out of the rear window. The K’Tai response was immediate. An avalanche of pulse rifle fire impacted the vehicle and its contents, forcing Reynolds once more into the foot well. Through the flying debris kicked up by the impact of the rounds, Reynolds weighed up her options. Her door refused to budge, but she could probably squeeze through the shattered side cockpit window; the only problem was that the second she stuck her head up, the K’Tai would turn it into a bloody version of Swiss cheese. The front windshield was out; the impact that had shattered the toughened glass had also squeezed the flitter’s roof down, turning the front of the cockpit into a narrow slit. The protruding rear of the heavy lift flitter and the decapitated body of Marine Carver blocked any exit on that side of the vehicle. With her other options exhausted and the flitter still rocking from the impact of enemy fire, Reynolds’ fingers flexed on the machine pistol’s grip. The side window it is, then. You never know, thought Reynolds, I might get lucky and manage to get out and kill one of the bastards before they get me. Reaching up with her free hand, she gripped the shattered window frame and with a yell of defiance exploded out of the wrecked flitter.


  #
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  THE UNMISTAKABLE SOUND of pulse rifle fire echoed down the canyon-like walls of the skyscraper-lined street, causing Dave to step further into the meager protection provided by the shop doorway while he scanned the road ahead for signs of K’Tai soldiers. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that Kyle had heard the firing also, for he too had taken cover with only the top of his head showing over the front hood of a rather expensive looking bright green flitter. For a moment Dave broke into a smile as he imagined the hours of polishing it had taken to get the flitter looking so dazzling, and how Kyle’s rough jacket and body armor must be leaving long, deep scratches in the finish. Dave was shaken out of his revelry by a burst of new firing, differing in sound to the steady pulse rifles; this sound was sharper and higher pitched. Yeah, somebody’s having themselves a fire fight up ahead, thought Dave, as he weighed the options of going around whoever it was and finding another route to the pusher station. Checking that Kyle was still down in cover, Dave pulled up the street map he was navigating by on his wrist comm. The frown that creased his forehead as he worked out an alternate route was one his wife and kids would easily recognize as one of annoyance, followed by dismissal of something that was wasting his time. The alternate route would take them three blocks west before cutting back north, and with the way the K’Tai were taking ground, he seriously doubted that they could reach the pusher station before the K’Tai controlled that entire area. They were already behind time, probably due more to his own cautiousness than any other factor. Dave listened more intently this time as the sound of pulse fire rang down the street, trying hard to distinguish between individual weapons. The spacings between the shots indicated no more than three or four possible shooters. The K’Tai normally worked in groups of three, so that would make sense. However, the return fire was from a single shooter. A machine pistol, if he was hearing it correctly. Dave’s eyes flicked to the comms icon hovering in his glasses’ left lens, activating his secure link to Kyle.


  “OK, kid, here’s the plan. We carry on moving up the street just like before. When we get to the next junction, you stay put and cover my ass while I go deal with the noisy neighbors. Got it?”


  “Got it,” came Kyle’s voice in his ear.


  The sound of more pulse rifle fire, heavier than before, was answered by a short burst from the machine pistol. As if spurred on, Dave sprinted off in the direction of the fighting, pausing only when he had reached the corner of the block, crouching behind a large piece of fallen masonry. A few seconds later Kyle’s out of breath voice sounded in his ear.


  “In position, Dave. I have a decent view around the corner to your nine o’clock.” Through Kyle’s words, Dave could make out his heavier breathing. Dave recognized the sound as the kid struggled hard to keep his mixture of excitement and dread at impending action in check. Rather than try to explain how to throw the image across to his glasses, Dave simply overrode Kyle’s system and clear as day, the view from Kyle’s position was overlaid on Dave’s vision. Three K’Tai were advancing steadily on the mangled remains of a military flitter, laying down a constant fire as they did so. Pulse rifle rounds were impacting its partially flattened roof and buckled passenger side jutting out from under the rear repulsor housing. Anyone surviving that impact had only the flitter’s armor to thank, but even that armor couldn’t stand up to the K’Tai’s sustained fire for long. A fleeting thought came to Dave. In a matter of minutes this fight would be over and the K’Tai would move on, allowing Kyle and himself to go on their way unhindered. The warrior part of his brain screamed derision at his callousness. Yeah, and if that was you trapped in the flitter wouldn’t you want someone to help if they could? Decision made, Dave moved smoothly into action. A flick of his eyes brought up the targeting menu in the left lens of his glasses.


  Multiple Targets?


  Select.


  Designate Targets Now?


  Select.


  An aiming reticule appeared and Dave tracked it across the overlaid view from Kyle’s glasses until it hovered dead center on a K’Tai soldier’s black-clad back.


  Select.


  Methodically Dave moved to his next target.


  Select.


  And then the final K’Tai.


  Select.


  Ammunition Type?


  Dave scrolled down the short list until his eyes rested on the one he was looking for.


  Penetrator?


  Select.


  At the blinding speed that only a computer processor could work at, the information was sent to the CAR 56’s fire control system, the correct type of round was moved to the top of the firing queue within the weapons magazine, and the designated targeting information passed to each round’s pinhead-sized electronic brain, which obediently carried out a diagnostic to ensure it was functioning correctly. The smallest fault would be reported to the weapons fire control system, which would automatically cycle the round out of the fire order and replace it with a fresh, fully functioning round. Checks complete, the rifle reported back to the chip in Dave’s glasses, which reacted by informing Dave via a visual queue. This entire procedure had taken the glasses and rifle under a second to complete.


  Fire When Ready blinked the blood red, emotionless phrase in the left lens.


  In one flowing motion Dave stepped out from cover, the CAR 56 already up in his shoulder, held in tight in expectation of the weapons recoil, finger resting lightly on the trigger. As the muzzle cleared the corner of the building, the sight of the three K’Tai soldiers came into view. Seemingly of its own volition, his finger caressed the trigger and the shot was away. The triple crack of the assault rifle had barely reached Dave’s ears before the guided, hardened penetrator rounds found their targets. At a range of slightly over thirty meters the K’Tai armor would easily shrug off a normal round, not so the penetrators. Specially coated at the molecular level to make them harder than any typically available armor, each round passed easily through the reinforced back plates of the K’Tai body armor, shedding the round’s outer casing as it did so to release tens of millimeter-long razor-sharp barbs. The kinetic energy of the rounds’ initial strike compressing and squeezing the K’Tai’s inner organs would probably have been enough to ensure the deaths of the soldiers, but the CAR 56’s designers didn’t work in probabilities. The sharpened barbs ripped through the K’Tai turning his upper chest cavities into finely sliced and diced meat, and sinew.


  The fight was over before Dave’s shots finished reverberating off the walls of the surrounding buildings. The three K’Tai soldiers lay sprawled in the street where they had fallen, blood beginning to seep from beneath the seals of their armor. Dave approached the bodies warily, weapon still raised, ready to reengage if he saw the slightest flicker of movement. Kyle moved up beside him, face pale and eyes wide as saucers. This was undoubtedly the first time he had seen a dead body, maybe not, but most certainly the first time he had witnessed death in such a sudden and violent form.


  “Don’t sweat it, kid. It was them or us, remember that,” Dave said in a level, matter of fact voice. Kyle slowly nodded, though his eyes never left the lifeless corpses. The kid will bounce back, thought Dave. He’d better, because there’s likely to be a lot more of this before we get out the other side.


  The briefest flash of movement by the front of the heavy flitter past the crumpled military vehicle brought Dave’s rifle up, his finger resting lightly on the trigger as he stepped sideways to interpose his body between Kyle and whoever was hiding there. Dave called out to them without lowering his aim.


  “Come on out, soldier boy, all the bad men have gone away.”


  A mottled green and brown camouflage uniform detached itself from the front of the heavy flitter and stepped fully into view, the ugly wide snout of a machine pistol held in steady hands unwaveringly pointed in Dave’s direction.


  “It’s marine, actually,” corrected Reynolds, her trained eye thoroughly appraised the imposing male: body-form bio-reactive camo uniform, light weight clamshell armor and, if she was not mistaken, the latest CAR assault rifle held confidently and recently used, evidenced by the dead K’Tai lying at his feet. Whoever this man was, he was not militia.


  “Colonel Jessica Reynolds, 182nd Marine Battalion. And whom do I have to thank for the helping hand?”


  “Why not just call me a concerned citizen, Colonel, and let’s leave it at that,” answered Dave in his best non-committal tone.


  The figure hovering behind her nameless rescuer popped into view. Reynolds caught a glimpse of a mop of light brown hair atop youthful high-cheekbones and quizzical eyes. Father and son, mused Reynolds. That would explain the obvious protectionist stance of the older man. A spot of blood dropped on her right eyelid, causing her to blink rapidly to dislodge it. Her actions did not go unnoticed by the older male.


  “Nasty cut you have there, Colonel. You got someone who can fix that for you?” observed Dave.


  Reynolds touched her fingers to her forehead and they came away covered in bright red liquid. There was a med pack somewhere in the tangled remains of her flitter that would take time to find, if at all. Reynolds scanned the nearby buildings, windows, and the abandoned street. No doubt her little fire fight would have attracted unwanted attention. She needed to be on her way, now. A shadow fell over her and she started as she realized the older male was now standing only a pace from her. How the hell has he covered the distance between us so quickly and not made a single sound? You’re getting sloppy, marine, Jessica berated herself.


  Dave looked the ragged cut over with an appraising eye. “I can patch you up long enough for you to get where you’re going.”


  Jessica recovered from her surprise at his near cat-like movement abilities. Whoever he was, he had saved her butt from the K’Tai, so it was unlikely he meant her harm.


  “I’d appreciate that.”


  With a few deft moves Dave produced a pristine white sterile pad from a pouch at his waist and applied it to the cut on Reynolds’ forehead with enough pressure to cause her to wince. After a few seconds, the now bloodied pad was removed and Dave got his first clear look at the injury.


  “Nothing to worry about, Colonel, I’ve seen worse.”


  Reynolds saw an opportunity to learn more about her mysterious benefactor. “And where would that have been? Dealt with a lot of combat wounds, have you?”


  Dave’s only answer was a low grunt as he retrieved a contraption that resembled a small roller-type dispenser and pushed it hard against the top of the wound and ran it down the length of the injury. As he did so, she felt the skin on her head tightening as the liquid gel the roller released formed a more solid, airtight seal over the wound, pulling the two ragged edges of skin together and staunching the flow of blood. With another grunt Dave stepped back to admire his handiwork, moving Reynolds’ head from side to side with one hand on her chin as he did so. Satisfied, he released her and returned the dispenser to its pouch.


  “Good as new, Colonel.” Dave half turned his head to Kyle. “Time for us to be on our way, kid.” Without answering Kyle trotted off up the street and disappeared from view.


  “I’m headed for Fort Sheridan to join up with my unit,” said Reynolds. “A man of your skills would be welcome to join us.”


  A pair of steely blue eyes fixed on Reynolds and regarded her for a moment as if weighing up her offer. “Sorry, Colonel, me and the boy have other plans. This isn’t my war.”


  Reynolds was surprised at his answer. Not that he didn’t want to join her and the marines; Reynolds was under no illusions that whatever fleeting safety the fort could provide, the K’Tai would be headed that way soon enough, and with her limited resources the enemy would overrun it before too long. No, it was his comment that this war wasn’t his to fight that perturbed and irritated her.


  “This is going to be everyone’s war soon enough, mister.” The underlying anger in her words was barely disguised, but Dave apparently failed to notice her tone as he gave a small shrug of his shoulders.


  “Not mine,” Dave said more forcefully than perhaps he meant. His next words came out softer. “Anyway, good luck to you,” shoving his hand out to Reynolds. The colonel of marines took it and shook it firmly.


  “And you.”


  With a parting nod Dave headed down the street after Kyle. Reynolds watched him for a few seconds and thought of how at ease he appeared in the middle of a war zone. Dave disappeared from view. Reynolds hefted the machine pistol in her hands and looked around, getting her bearings before moving off in the direction of Fort Sheridan and her marines.
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    Chapter Twelve


    


  

The Pusher Train Station


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  H HOUR PLUS TWO HOURS


  Dave sprinted across the open street, weaving to and fro to throw off the aim of any K’Tai sniper with the urge to take a shot at him. Reaching the far side of the street, he went down on one knee and brought his carbine up into his shoulder, sighting down the barrel as he methodically checked the windows and doors of the surrounding buildings for any sign of the K’Tai. Not finding any, he raised his arm and beckoned Kyle over from where he had been covering Dave. The need for one of them to provide cover while the other moved across open ground had slowed the pair’s progress to the Pusher Train Terminal, but it couldn’t be helped. Their little run in with the K’Tai soldiers that had been intent on ensuring that Colonel Reynolds’ day ended badly had only served to reinforce Dave’s previous warnings to Kyle that this was no game. The K’Tai were playing for keeps.


  Rather than slow his headlong dash across the street, Kyle used the permacrete wall of the building to stop him. Kyle had discovered that the padded upper arms of his jacket were adequate shock absorbers, although he was willing to bet that he would be sporting more than a few bruises tomorrow.


  “OK, Kyle,” said Dave. “The terminal is just on the end of this block. Once we’re inside, head directly for the stairs, avoid the elevators. We have no idea if the power is still on or, if it is, when it might fail, and being trapped inside a metal box 100 meters underground with the K’Tai hunting us doesn’t really appeal to me.”


  You and me both, thought Kyle as Dave went on.


  “You’re looking for the Clarke North Bound platform. We follow that for four kilometers until the main line terminates, there’s no public access there. The City Planners were going to build a new fabrication plant out there, hence the train line.” Dave shrugged his shoulders. “I guess they never got around to it. Well, whatever the reason, that line finishes in the middle of nowhere, so there’s no reason for the K’Tai to be out that way. From there it’s a few klicks across some open farm land before we hit the edge of the forest.”


  The sound of a distant explosion rumbled down the street, the sound of automatic weapons fire hard on its heels.


  “Time we were on our way, I think.”


  “I’m with you on that one,” agreed Kyle as he anxiously aimed his weapon back down the street in the general direction of the gunfire.


  Dave sprang to his feet and set off at a steady jog. Once he had covered about fifty meters, he halted in the lee of a shop doorway, pausing as Kyle now ran to join him. The pair repeated this strange dance as they covered the length of the block. Dave called a halt a few steps short of the next corner.


  Diagonally opposite them, at the base of an apartment complex, the darkened entrance to the Pusher Train Terminal beckoned. Kyle leaned out for a better view, only for Dave’s outstretched arm to block him and force him back.


  A few seconds later a faint whining reached Kyle’s ears, he was unable to pinpoint its exact source, but the noise grew steadily over the sounds of distant battle.


  “Run!” shouted Dave as he broke cover and sprinted for the terminal’s entrance, with Kyle hot on his heels. The whining became a distinct high-pitched roar as a large, ugly armored personnel carrier emerged from a side street and straddled the intersection. Kyle looked on in horrified fascination as the turret mounted atop the beast slewed in his direction. Too late, Kyle attempted to sidestep the abandoned vehicle directly in his path. Pain flashed through his nerves as his right knee connected with the front fender, spinning Kyle around like some pathetic impression of a ballet pirouette. Kyle hit the ground hard, the wind knocked out of him. His carbine skittered away from him.


  Dave bounced off the entrance to the terminal, ready to push Kyle through before him, then his gaze alighted on the prostrate form of the younger man scrambling to get back on his feet. Dave didn’t hesitate. Stepping out in full view of the enemy gunner, he pulled back on the trigger of his carbine, the air split asunder with the sound of the small supersonic rounds passing through it as Dave advanced steadily on the armored Goliath. Bright sparks like angry bees swarmed over the vehicle’s uppers as the carbine rounds ricocheted harmlessly off the thick armor.


  Penetrating the armor with a carbine had never been Dave’s intention, getting the gunner’s attention had been. The turret’s lethal-looking barrel turned toward Dave and the gunner released a long, deadly stream of explosive rounds that blasted chunks out of the solid walls of the apartment building, filling the air with thick, gray dust and lumps of masonry.


  Kyle’s lungs filled with the choking cloud of dust, causing his eyes to water, but it wasn’t the dust that was causing the bitter taste in his mouth. Where Dave had once stood there was only a pile of rubble. Out of the corner of his eye he caught movement atop the K’Tai armored vehicle. Were the K’Tai leaving their armored shell to finish him at close range? Kyle furiously searched for his fallen carbine, only to spot the weapon partially obscured by fallen masonry. Ignoring the pain in his knee, Kyle began dragging himself toward it. If the K’Tai thought that he was going down without a fight, they had another thing coming. The sound of booted feet landing heavily behind him only served to urge him on. Powerful hands gripped his jacket and pulled him behind the abandoned flitter before a heavy weight fell on top of him, expelling the air from his lungs with a loud grunt and pinning him in place. A split second later Kyle’s ears were assaulted by a tremendous explosion which, despite the additional weight resting on his back, managed to lift him clear off the ground a few centimeters. His skin felt an intense wave of heat boil over him, rapidly fading as the smart combat clothing reacted to the change in temperature.


  With a loud grunt, the weight that protected him from the worst effects of the explosion rolled off him and lay panting beside him. Propping himself on his elbows, Kyle looked across at the dust-streaked face of Dave Carter.


  “Dave...How the...”


  Without turning his head, Dave replied, “Weakest armor is always on top. Distract the crew. Climb up the side. Place a Hellfire charge and retire to a safe distance. Piece of cake.”


  Kyle pushed himself into a sitting position and eyed the burning remains of the enemy vehicle, the fragment-peppered side of the flitter that had sheltered him and Dave and, finally, the chunks taken out of the side of the building by flying debris.


  “And just what is a safe distance?”


  A mix of coughing and chuckling came from Dave as he sat up, his bright white toothy grin standing out in stark contrast to his dust-caked face.


  “You’re still alive, aren’t you?”


  A grin of his own split Kyle’s face, only for it to become a grimace of pain as he put weight on his right leg and his damaged knee howled in protest.


  “Let me have a look at that,” said Dave as he removed a small wand-like device from his med pack. Turning on the medwand with a small beeping tone, he passed it over the front, back and both sides of Kyle’s knee before tapping it on the side of his wrist comm. Instantly it displayed a compact image of the damaged limb.


  “Hmm, looks like a hairline fracture of the knee cap, nothing a bone weaver couldn’t fix.”


  Dave looked furtively up and down the block before returning his gaze to Kyle.


  “Unfortunately, we don’t know if our friends over there managed to get a message off. We could be waist deep in K’Tai any second, so fixing this is going to have to wait until we get somewhere a bit more peaceful.”


  Dave returned the medwand to his pack, withdrawing in its place a hypo spray which he injected into Kyle’s knee without asking.


  “That was Numall. It’ll help you manage the pain without dulling too many of your senses.”


  Kyle tentatively put some weight on the leg and it came as a relief that what had been unbearable pain was now reduced to a manageable level. Limping over to where his carbine lay, he recovered it and swiftly checked it for damage. Satisfied that all still seemed to be in working order, he turned to follow Dave, who was already headed for the now blackened and scarred terminal entrance. As he reached the once pristine glass doors now lying shattered and broken, Kyle paused to take a last look at the street which had once been full of people meandering over neatly trimmed grass and through well-maintained trees on a spotless sidewalk. Now Gemini City resembled a war zone. Abandoned vehicles filled the streets. Broken glass crunched beneath his feet and the air was filled with the mix of acrid smoke and the smell of burning flesh from the K’Tai carrier that Dave had destroyed with such apparent ease.


  “Enough daydreaming, kid, we need to keep moving,” called Dave.


  Kyle simply nodded as he walked past Dave, following the signs that would lead him to the stairs and down deep below the raging battlefield. His thoughts turned to the one person that meant more to him than anything else. Dave wasn’t the only one who was in a hurry to be reunited with his loved ones.
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    Chapter Thirteen


    


  

Plan Shadow
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  H HOUR PLUS TWO HOURS


  Reynolds craned her neck as she attempted to look around the still smoking remnants of what, by the look of the tattered material that was visible poking up from the small mounds of rubble, had been an up-market clothing store. Like everything else in the area that surrounded Fort Sheridan on the northeast edge of Gemini City, it had been ravaged by the heavy K’Tai fire as they fought to subdue the fort’s defenders. The marines of the 182nd Battalion. Her marines.


  Reynolds let loose a wave of profanities to make a drill sergeant blush. She remembered how Governor Vandenberg demanded her presence at his mansion when a video conference would have sufficed. But no, he showed his authority by having her stand before him like some misbehaving school girl summoned to the principal’s office, instead of preparing her marines for what was to come. Idiot!


  The ear-splitting shriek of yet more bat-wing aero fighters came in at rooftop height and the staccato sound of their heavy pulse cannon fired, as they tried again to breach the energy shields that somehow the marines trapped in the fort had managed to keep online. As the fighters veered sharply away, an anti-air missile whooshed out of its launcher, hidden from view behind the fort’s blackened and scarred walls. Seconds later it slammed into the wing root of one of the K’Tai attackers, ripping it off and sending the little fighter cartwheeling over and over until its final, fatal impact with the side of a towering high-rise. The resultant explosion sent pieces of the fighter and building raining down on the K’Tai soldiers who had been using the building as shelter.


  Whatever celebrations the marines may have been making were cut short as a battery of K’Tai energy cannons fired off a barrage, the shield around the beleaguered fort wavering as the generators struggled to cope with the sudden increase in demand until, inevitably, one of the protesting generators failed completely. A section of the energy shielding flashed briefly, signifying to anyone with eyes that could see that part of the fort’s defenses was laid bare. Like water bursting from a dam, a wave of K’Tai soldiers rushed forward, supported by light armored vehicles while the energy cannons sought out a new target in the hope of widening the hole in the shield. From the walls of the fort the marine defenders let loose withering rifle and automatic weapons fire, cutting down the oncoming K’Tai. But no matter their losses, the K’Tai continued to press home their attack and, as the first of them reached the base of the walls, it seemed that at last they would breach the fort. A second bright flash signaled the shield generators coming back online. The shield, once more at full strength, could shrug off the K’Tai fire. For the unfortunate K’Tai at the base of the fort’s walls, now robbed of any heavy fire support, they became easy prey for the marine defenders who went about the business of dispatching them with clinical precision.


  Perversely, Reynolds and the K’Tai had the same objective: getting inside the fort. However, Reynolds had one advantage the attacking K’Tai did not. While the enemy banged their heads again and again against the energy shields, her marines were slipping away, a platoon at a time, unnoticed, through the storm drains and heading for the hills to regroup.


  That was assuming, of course, that Major Agani, the battalion second in command, had implemented Plan Shadow. Well, there’s only one way to find out, thought Reynolds. Slipping out of her perch, she began the perilous journey circumnavigating the K’Tai positions as she headed for the point where the storm drains, her marines should be using surfaced, hoping beyond hope that her plan had worked, but fearing what she might find.


  #
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  H HOUR PLUS TWO


  “As you can see, my lady, as soon as we breach the energy shield the humans are able to repair it. My assault forces are taking heavy losses for little or no gain,” explained Commander Larav, his tactician’s eyes never leaving the battle raging before him.


  The Lady Kara, commander of the Black Legion, Head of House Rohka, twice decorated personally by the Gerent for acts of bravery and, if rumor was to be believed, Lord Harvik’s chosen successor as overall Commander of the Fleet, did not answer the K’Tai officer standing beside her immediately. Unlike him, Lady Kara had removed her battle helm, which was now being held by a studiously silent bodyman whose own black armor bore the crest of House Rohka, identifying him as a member of Lady Kara’s personal staff. The fact that her chosen bodyman was a Valan, a subjugated species, never crossed the officer’s mind. If he had taken a moment to ponder he would not have recalled a time when Lady Kara was unescorted by this Valan. However, at this point, his main worry was that his Lady was exposing herself to enemy fire. He did not voice his concerns, though. Those closest to her never liked it when she removed her armor, but she insisted it was important that the legionnaires she led should see with their own eyes that she was willing to share the same danger as they, a fact borne out by the brutal scar that ran from the corner of her left eye to the top of her lip, courtesy of a secessionist’s blade during the Legion’s campaign on Oslav.


  The more effeminate ladies of the royal court had been appalled by what they saw as a harrowing disfigurement. Some had gone as far as recommending reputable surgeons that could return her face to its former unadulterated beauty with a few moments and a dermal re-generator. Lady Kara had scoffed at their shallowness and obsession with outward appearances, for Lady Kara was a warrior, a student who followed the teachings of Rig, and Rig had no place for the petty concerns of outward appearance. Duty, honor and loyalty came before all other considerations. Besides, she had taken unbridled pleasure at those so-called refined ladies recoiling in horror and their fake concern for her well-being, while all the time they were relegating her from the pool of eligible females that were competing to land a well-bred noble who could advance their own houses’ ambitions. Kara’s late father had schooled her well in the ways of the Gerent’s court and she had witnessed the naked ambition of these ‘ladies’ on the few occasions that her widowed father had been unable to avoid his presence being required by the Gernet for some grandiose function.


  On such an occasion Kara’s father would force the young tomboy, who much preferred weapons and combat training with the Legion instructors, to wear the most flamboyant and feminine of clothes and accompany him to Tarat. Kara would be in the most petulant of moods on the long journey from Coran, the planet that was the home of House Rohka and the Black Legion. The only fun she ever remembered having at court was when, as a young girl on the verge of blossoming into a young lady, she caught a well-dressed and obviously self-important male ogling her. The more she tried to ignore him, the larger the stupid grin on his face became until, unable to put up with his leching a moment longer, Kara had fixed her most gracious smile on her face and approached the young gent. Whatever he had been expecting, it certainly was not what happened next. Kara had halted in front of him, bowing her head till her chin touched her chest, in the submissive manner that was expected of a Lady at court. As the young poppycock had opened his mouth to give his permission for her to rise, she had thrust both arms forward, striking the male a fraction below the ribcage; as the air bellowed out of him and his body involuntarily doubled over, Kara snapped her head upright, her thick skull bone catching the point of his chin and flicking him backwards to land in a dazed heap on the floor. Kara bent down and leaned in close so that their faces were only a hair’s breadth apart, and her voice was low and predatory as it passed through bared teeth. “If you ever look at me again without the respect I am due, I will kill you with my bare hands!”


  Turning on her heel, she had left the nameless male where he lay, struggling to catch his breath. Kara never whispered a word about the incident to anyone, especially her father, for he would have undoubtedly hunted down the young man, who had so offended his only daughter, killed him without a second thought, and damn the consequences. For a man hailed as a military genius and commander of a legion of 50,000 of the most feared warriors in the Imperium, each of whom had sworn a personal blood oath to follow his every order, he was completely irrational when it came to his daughter.


  The screaming of an aero fighter’s engine going to full power brought Lady Kara back to the task at hand. She tracked a missile on a finger of flame rising from behind the fort’s walls, and the fighter’s pilot must have seen it, for he attempted to whip his fighter around in a tight turn in the narrow airspace filled with protruding high-rise buildings. Like one of Lady Kara’s prize hunting Rokkas, the missile closed in on the fighter despite the pilot’s best efforts. A bright flash was followed by the dull boom of an explosion as the missile impacted, flipping the fighter on its back and nearly ripping one wing completely off. With no more control, the lithe little bat-wing fighter ploughed into an unmoving grey edifice, its fuel cells and remaining munitions exploding in a blast that sent pieces of the craft and building flying in all directions, showering the K’Tai soldiers that had been sheltering around the building’s base with rolling, brilliantly hot plasma fire and shrapnel, killing many and badly injuring the remainder.


  Lady Kara staggered as something impacted on her breast plate, forcing her to go to one knee.


  “My lady, are you injured?” cried Larav as he moved close to her. The Valan bodyman moved with a speed that Larav could not hope to match, interposing his own body between the kneeling Kara and the remainder of her retinue, a wicked looking Hadak, a curved dagger, appearing as if by magic in his hand. Larav stopped dead in his tracks; imperial law did not allow any other than a full-blooded K’Tai to carry weapons of any description, yet here was a lowly Valan holding a blade in the presence of not only himself, an officer of the Legion, but of a high born of a noble house. To Larav’s astonishment the remainder of Lady Kara’s retinue, rather than disarm the Valan, formed a tight circle around the bodyman and his mistress, their weapons leveled outward, ready to engage any potential threat. Larav’s view was now obscured, but from within the circle of black armor came a strong, commanding female voice.


  “I am unhurt, Jolel, please lower your weapon. I am sure you are making the Commander uncomfortable.” Like a parting wave the black-clad K’Tai surrounding Lady Kara seemed to melt away, to reveal the Legion’s commander once more standing upright, holding something in her right hand which glinted in the sunlight. The Valan stood once more meekly behind her; of the blade he had carried there was no sign. Kara opened her hand and there on her palm lay a jagged, evil-looking piece of reinforced composite. With her left-hand Kara was fingering a fresh scar on her breast plate, the body armor cut nearly through to the skin, a puzzled look on her face. “Ironic, is it not, Larav?”


  “I’m sorry, my lady, I’m afraid you have lost me.”


  A short, incredulous laugh escaped Kara before she spoke. “That I was nearly felled by a piece from one of our own aero fighters rather than by the enemy.”


  Now Larav understood the source of his Lady’s amusement, though he did not share it. “Indeed, my lady. I for one am glad that I don’t have to explain to the Legion that the navy were responsible for robbing them of your presence. It would have led undoubtedly to some... awkward moments.”


  The sound of a second, louder laugh filled the air as Kara appreciated Larav’s avoided predicament. “Indeed, Larav, that is a conversation that I thank Rig you do not have to have.” With a wide sweeping arm, she gestured toward the embattled Fort Sheridan. “So how do you intend to secure this position? Surely poorly armed militia cannot hope to hold out against the might of the Legion.”


  Larav beckoned over one of his small headquarters staff, who obediently produced a compact image slate, which he activated and held up for Kara to see. On the slate lay a prostate human figure, or most of a figure. The entire right side of the figure was an unrecognizable charred mess, but the remaining left-hand side was covered in a distinctive mottled brown and green camouflage uniform. Lady Kara touched the slate, expanding the image until it focused in on the collar. In subdued black was a stylized eagle, a lightning bolt clasped in its talons descending on a globe, the emblem of the League Corps of Marines. Kara tapped the image and it zoomed out again to show once more the burned and blackened uniformed figure, which she now regarded with more respectful eyes as she contemplated this new information. Pre-invasion intelligence briefings had stated that Agate’s defenses consisted of a Border Patrol cruiser squadron made up of a handful of old type cruisers, frigates and destroyers, while the actual ground defenses were completely reliant on locally trained militia, good for nothing more than the occasional run-in with brigands and providing assistance to law enforcement to put down civil disturbances or aid when a natural disaster struck. There had been no mention of regular, well-trained troops on the planet’s surface or anywhere else in the system. Kara contemplated this new information as those around her waited silently; all the while, energy cannon rained their fire down on the fort’s defenses. Lady Kara was a woman of action; however, this desire for action was tempered by a sound understanding of the larger strategic picture, an understanding learned at the knee of the Imperium’s premier tactician, Lord Harvik. Although never having faced League marines in personal combat, their reputation preceded them. Ultra-tough, ultra-reliable, these marines would fight to the last man, and in their very defeat they would be held up as a shining example of defiance to the K’Tai. This was something that could not be allowed. The human population must be shown the overwhelming power of their new masters. Watching the impact of the energy cannon being shrugged off by the fort’s shields, she gave her orders.


  “Commander Larav, continue with your bombardment of the enemy position, use it as cover to withdraw the Legion and redeploy them to encircle the position at a safe distance. When the encirclement is complete, instruct the fleet to raise the position to the ground using orbital bombardment. I want nothing left of it but ashes and glass. Understood?”


  “As you command, my lady.” Larav gave her a short bow before he began to issue his orders, though Kara ignored him as she continued to watch the impacts of fizzling energy dissipating like raindrops on a window as the humans’ shields were hammered by her artillery. Closing her eyes, she said a quiet prayer to Rig for those she had just condemned to their fate, for Rig taught that to honor the bravery of your enemy was to do honor to yourself. Prayer complete, she held out her hand to her Valan bodyman, Jolel, who passed her the battle helm he had been holding. Replacing it on her head, she and her entourage headed off to meet the transport that would take them to inspect the mines which had, after all, been the main objective of the invasion.
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    Chapter Fourteen


    


  

Run to the Hills
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  H HOUR PLUS THREE


  It had taken Jessica Reynolds over an hour to carefully work her way past the ever-thickening numbers of K’Tai soldiers that appeared to be completing an encircling maneuver around Fort Sheridan like a circle of black army ants, constantly in motion, but with a single-minded purpose. It had struck Reynolds as odd that she had not come across any further batteries of enemy energy cannon; in fact, it looked more to her like the K’Tai were going to lay siege to the fort, and that made no sense to her tactician's brain. Reynolds’ mind switched gears. OK, I’m the K’Tai commander. I would want to overcome an enemy strong point such as the fort as quickly as possible, freeing up what are undoubtedly badly needed units for other tasks. After all, I have a city of slightly over a million to subdue, never mind the outlying areas and the all-important mines, so no matter how many troops I had begun the invasion with, resources will always be stretched, it’s the bane of all military operations. So, what the hell are they up to? Unable to come up with a suitable answer to the problem, Reynolds pushed the nagging thought to the back of her mind as she went down on her belly on the soft, lush grass that covered the grounds of Riverside Park. On a normal summer’s day, the park would be filled with adults absently minding their laughing, playing children. Not today. The park was abandoned; even the Agate version of birds, strange multicolored flying creatures that resembled something from Earth’s prehistory, had fled the conflict that was ravaging the city.


  Wriggling more than crawling up the low rise, Reynolds poked her head over its lip and surveyed the ground to her front. The green grass of the park rolled softly away from her, broken occasionally by wide gravel paths that meandered throughout the park. On a slight rise, perhaps 100 meters from where Reynolds lay was a children’s play area, full of brightly colored slides and swings surrounded by a low fence. In one corner was a clump of transplanted pine trees grafted on a native species so they could prosper in the rich, fertile Agate soil. The pines had successfully made the transition from Earth to Agate and were slowly but surely pushing out the local species. It was the area to the left of the trees that Reynolds was focused on, however. The ground there dropped away sharply, before rising just as sharply a few meters later. Any casual observer would have disregarded this out of place feature, but, this piece of ground had seen the hand of man, it had been excavated by machine before being recovered with grass. Hidden from view was the entrance to a storm drain which linked Gemini City’s complex interwoven rainfall system out to the Scraggy River. It was this system that the marines of the 182nd Battalion were using to extract themselves from Fort Sheridan. Or at least that was the plan, thought Reynolds.


  Plan Shadow had been conceived by Reynolds and her second in command, Major Agani, as more a planning exercise for the junior officers rather than a realistic option. Nobody in their right mind could conceive of a situation where the entire battalion would be trapped within the walls of Fort Sheridan, but that was the problem Reynolds had posed to the assembled newly minted lieutenants of the battalion only a few short weeks before, following the battalion’s enforced training cycle. How do you extract the entire battalion while under enemy fire with the fort’s energy shields raised? The faces of the young officers had reflected the impossibility of their task while Reynolds and Agani had exchanged a mischievous grin as they left the room to have a relaxing drink in the officers’ mess.


  By the end of the week, it seemed that Reynolds and Agani’s problem had the fledgling commanders completely stumped. The growing consternation of the junior officers had led to a bout of sarcastic good-natured ribbing from the more senior platoon leaders. Even the militia who maintained Fort Sheridan on a day to day basis had gotten in on the act, a fact which did not go unnoticed by either Reynolds or Agani. What had started out as a way of making future leaders of marines think outside the box was rapidly morphing into a joke at the battalion’s expense. On the Friday evening before dinner in the Officers’ Mess, Reynolds was dismayed that the less experienced among them had failed to find a suitable solution to the problem. The scowl on her face reflected her obvious unhappiness. Several senior lieutenants and the odd captain allowed themselves a small smile as their more junior colleagues squirmed uncomfortably in their seats under Agani’s admonishing gaze.


  Reynolds and Agani were sitting in their usual position at the head of the long dining table that seated the battalion officers in order of seniority. The more junior you were, the more distant you were from the colonel, something for which many in the room were now grateful. Reynolds anger steadily grew, more with herself than with her officers, for placing them and the battalion’s reputation open to the militia’s puns. Noticing his colonel’s agitation, Agani leaned in close to her and spoke in hushed tones.


  “I think we can agree that this is getting out of hand, so why don’t we bring in the big guns and put this to bed once and for all?”


  Reynolds was willing to grasp at any straw that would see an end to her and the battalion’s pain. With a nod, she gave her assent.


  “Do what you must, Major.”


  Rapping the tabletop with his knuckles to get the gathering’s attention, Agani stood and began to speak, his gruff voice filling the now silent room.


  “Ladies and gentlemen. On Monday, the colonel and I presented some of you a tactical problem that you have yet to solve.” A few faces flushed red in embarrassment, while some suddenly found mundane items hanging from the walls or the floor covering intensely interesting. Anything not to meet the major’s cold eyes.


  “I do not see this as a failing on your part, however.”


  Agani’s unexpected statement brought the bowed heads back up as all eyes in the room now focused on the battalion’s second in command as he continued speaking.


  “It is the responsibility, no, the duty of more experienced officers to nurture those under our tutelage in the ways of command, be that tactics, administration or the thousand and one other parts that allow a marine battalion to run like a well-oiled machine. The 182nd  Battalion is such a machine, and this...” Agani let a fleeting smile play on his lips. “Let us call it a hiccup, shall we.” The sound of nervous laughter rose from the far end of the table. “The Colonel and I will not allow the battalion to be embarrassed by this... hiccup any longer, therefore the task of finding a solution to the tactical problem now falls to the platoon and company commanders. You have a week. Enjoy your meal.”


  Reynolds lifted her coffee cup as Agani regained his seat, using the cup to mask her lips as she spoke in a near whisper. “That’s put the fox among the chickens I hope this plan of yours works, or things are going to get very uncomfortable around here with our friends in the militia.”


  Agani replied in the same hushed tones. “Ma’am, it better, because if it doesn’t, then that only leaves me to figure out how I would get us out of here and I’ll be honest with you. I haven’t got a clue how I would do it.”


  The pair descended into mundane, absent-minded discussion for the remainder of the meal. Each working over the problem in their own head, in the event that the more experienced officers of the battalion failed to solve a problem of their own conception.


  Much to Reynolds’ relief, two days later Captain Ashgrove, the Reconnaissance Platoon leader, presented himself to Agani with a somewhat unconventional solution. Of all her officers, Reynolds should have known that Captain Ashgrove would have been the one to solve her seemingly unsolvable puzzle. The battalion’s Reconnaissance Platoon consisted of the best marines in the entire battalion. Ashgrove demanded they be at the peak of physical fitness, exhibit the ability to solve complex mental and tactical problems, and be able to work in small teams or as individuals, dependent on the mission assigned to them. The demands that Ashgrove placed on the marines under his command went double for himself and his officers. Ashgrove had honed the marines of the Reconnaissance Platoon into warriors that any special forces unit, never mind another marine battalion, would be proud of. Reynolds was in little doubt that Ashgrove would be leaving the battalion soon, he might have a large ego but his skills as a marine backed up that ego. At Reynolds’ urging Ashgrove had applied for and been accepted for a place on the Joint Special Warfare Course, seen by many as the gateway into the murky world of units like the Special Operations Regiment. The SOR was ‘the’ Black Ops unit. SOR missions came direct from the highest levels of government. Nobody was even sure what the true strength of the SOR was. In her entire career, Reynolds had never had the dubious privilege of coming across SOR operatives, though she did know a couple of her peers that had, and in hushed conversations in secluded corners, what they had shared with her had persuaded Reynolds that she was glad that they were on her side. The Joint Special Warfare Course was held on Eriti Prime in some back of beyond compound. Successful students were rarely seen again, while those who did not pass the grueling course were sworn to secrecy as to what they had seen and done. This only added to the intense speculation as to what occurred behind the compound’s high fences and stringent security. Hence, when Agani entered Reynolds’ office with Ashgrove in tow, the colonel struggled to keep the relief from her face. Pushing her chair back, she nonchalantly crossed her legs to project an air of calm, while internally she prayed that her self-imposed burden was about to end.


  “With your permission, ma’am?” said Ashgrove as he produced a data chip from his uniform pocket. Inserting the data chip into a slot in Reynolds’ smart desk, there was a short hum as the desk verified the chip, before the desk’s inbuilt projector burst into life. Agani obligingly lowered the office’s lighting. Hovering in midair was a blue three-dimensional rendition of Fort Sheridan. Ashgrove tapped a command into his uniform blouse’s wrist comm, and four points spread equidistant around the fort’s imposing outer walls were highlighted in yellow.


  “As you know, ma’am, Fort Sheridan is protected from energy and kinetic weapons fire by the shielding generated by the equipment housed at these four points. The shields extend above the fort and along the perimeter rail...” Another command, and a solid yellow line appeared, snaking its way around the perimeter walls. “The perimeter rail is constructed of a Hydravokal composite material which channels the power of the energy shield, ensuring it doesn’t simply dissipate into the ground.”


  Reynolds was forcing herself to be patient as Ashgrove recited facts that any high school student would be familiar with. Some form of energy shielding was commonplace in modern human life. Prohibitively expensive to construct and maintain, energy shielding ranged from the minimal power-demanding weather shields used to keep unwanted wind and rain from the more exclusive holiday resorts, to the immensely power hungry defensive shields used by military instillations such as Fort Sheridan or naval ships. Ashgrove manipulated the image until it showed a plan view from above of the fort, the perimeter rail surrounding it out to the edges of the encroaching buildings of Gemini City before continuing.


  “The designers of the fort followed an age-old rule of allowing for a cleared area, free from any obstacles which could provide cover for an enemy attacking the fort, and providing a kill zone for the fort’s defenders. This kill zone extends out from the fort’s walls to the nearest civilian building, 515 meters at its narrowest and reaching out 723 meters at its widest. Now, combine this kill zone with the fact that we would have to lower a section of the shields to allow any escaping troops to pass through. I’m not just talking about dropping the shields for the tenths of a second that the fort’s computers command the shields to lower to allow the fort’s defensive weaponry, surface to air weapons, energy cannon and so on to operate. We would require the shields to be dropped and raised again manually, and that gap in our shields could easily be exploited by an attacker who knows what they’re doing. Factor in that the troops would then have to cover the kill zone under enemy fire, and I think we can agree that their chances of survival are, to be generous, slim.”


  Reynolds felt the thin hope that Ashgrove had found a solution to her dilemma slipping away, and a not too subtle look across to Agani let him know she was reaching the end of her patience. In response, the major gave her a raised open palm gesture, suggesting she give Ashgrove some leeway. If the captain had noticed the exchange between his two superiors, he ignored it and went on with his briefing.


  “So, if dropping the shields and running like hell across open terrain is tantamount to suicide, then I began to consider more radical solutions.” An odd lopsided smile spread across the marine captain’s face. “And believe me, ma’am, some of them were pretty radical. Evacuation via air is out. If the enemy have us surrounded and penned into the fort, then they undoubtedly already have air superiority. One of my sergeants, who shall remain nameless, suggested sowing mini nukes around the fort which we could detonate, and then don rad suits and simply walk through the ensuing devastation. When I pointed out the small problem of civilian casualties, the sergeant looked suitably abashed, ma’am.”


  A barely suppressed snort of laughter from Agani was stymied by a withering look from Reynolds. “I don’t think Governor Vandenberg would be impressed if we irradiated his capital city, Captain Ashgrove. Could we get to the point, please?”


  The smile on Ashgrove’s face disappeared as he became businesslike once more. “Yes, ma’am. So, if we can’t go out through the shields, or up via aircraft, then that only leaves down.” With a tap of controls, several seemingly random thin blue lines spread themselves over the fort, the surrounding kill zone and the city proper. “What you are looking at, ma’am, are water pipes. A mix of fresh water, sewage and storm drains, to be exact, that crisscross the entire city at a depth varying from a couple of meters to tens of meters. Some of which run right under our feet.”


  Reynolds slowly uncrossed her legs. Standing, she made her way around her desk, eyes fixed on the floating image, oblivious to the smirking face of Major Agani standing off to one side. “Tell me more, Captain,” she ordered Ashgrove.


  A bright green line weaved crazily from a point barely within the fort’s walls, zigzagging back and forth as it made its way westward before coming to the edge of the image. “That green line is a storm drain. It’s easily big enough for a fully loaded marine to walk through. If we can get into it, then we can egress through it without anyone being any the wiser. The storm drain comes out about two kilometers to the west in a place called Riverside Park.”


  Reynolds enthusiastically slapped the captain on the back, a barking, un-officer like laugh coming from deep at the back of her throat. “Outstanding, Captain Ashgrove. Outstanding.”


  Like many things in the military, Ashgrove’s plan had been filed away, most likely never to see the light of day again; until the K’Tai came calling and Governor Vandenberg vacillated too long in her decision making, thereby, trapping her marines within the walls of Fort Sheridan. Plan Shadow, which started out as a tactical problem, became the only lifeline the marines had and, lying on the grassy mound observing the area where her marines were meant to egress through, she could only hope the plan was working.


  By her chrono, Reynolds had been still for the better part of fifteen minutes when her hawk-like vision was drawn to a subtle change in the outline of the gully's man-made perfection. Where there should be a neat horizontal line, there had appeared a small inconsistency. A bump. Reynolds continued to watch as the first bump was joined by a second a few meters further along the gully. Over the next five minutes, Reynolds counted a dozen of these bumps spread along the lip of the gully at regular intervals. Reynolds activated her wrist comm and concentrated as she typed in a complex series of ten numbers and letters. Checking a second time that it was correct, she tapped the send key, allowing the compact device to transmit the data in a short-range burst. Holding her breath, she waited for the reply. After a ten count, her wrist comm vibrated silently to gain her attention. Reynolds looked down at the fresh set of letters and numbers displayed in red. The little device compared these to the ones stored in its erasable memory, briefly, before changing the illuminated numbers from red to green. The reply to her coded challenge had been answered correctly. With a wary scan of her immediate area for signs of K’Tai, Reynolds jumped up and darted across the open ground toward the gully. Drawing closer, the indistinct bumps along the gully lip resolved into the camouflaged heads of marines, the black snouts of their assault rifles tracking her as she ran across the park’s green grass. At the lip of the gully Reynolds didn’t slow her pace, allowing gravity to drop her into the gully and its hard permacrete floor with a bone-jarring crunch, knocking the wind from her momentarily. An unseen hand reached out to steady her.


  “Glad to see you’re still in one piece, ma’am,” whispered a gravelly female voice, the thick, slow pronunciation only serving to emphasize the distinctive Algeron accent.


  Reynolds lay back on the steep gully sides, eyes flicking around, resting for a moment on each of the heavily armed marines spread along the gully, weapons pointing outward, ready to take on any threat. A sense of relief washed over her at being reunited with her marines. “What’s the situation, Sergeant Major?”


  Sergeant Major Ola Turay was the battalion’s senior non-commissioned officer, a veteran marine for twenty-three years who answered to Reynolds and Reynolds alone. Turay didn’t bother to activate her wrist comm or the more comprehensive data slate integrated into her body armor, reciting the details of the battalion’s move from memory. “Recce Platoon have secured the route from where we are now out as far as Point Gamma, the designated rally point at the edge of the forest. Captain Ashgrove has positioned guides every 500 meters to warn us of any enemy movement along the route and to sweep up any strays who get lost. Alpha and Bravo companies have already passed through the rally point, where they have broken down into platoon-sized elements and are making their way independently to their designated operating areas. Charlie Company has two platoons at the rally point, with the third platoon somewhere between here and there as we speak. Major Agani ordered Headquarters Company split up between the four line companies, with six marines remaining here to secure this end of the storm drain and ready to form an ad hoc TOC ready for your arrival.”


  Reynolds let an appreciative grunt slip out. Trust Agani to think ahead and assign her enough marines to run a sparse, but effective Tactical Operations Center from which she could run the battalion in the field. “Have we had any contact with Major Oyama?” If Turay detected a worried edge in the colonel’s voice, she chose to ignore it. Oyama was the battalion’s Training Officer and he had been supervising the mountain training of two platoons from Delta Company based high up in the Scraggy Mountains. His role in Plan Shadow was key to its success, and Reynolds was anxious to ensure that he was aware of its implementation. The neutral face of the sergeant major did not bode well.


  “We managed to get the signal out that Plan Shadow was in effect, but we did not receive an acknowledgment before K’Tai electronic warfare managed to block the links. Major Agani ordered us to proceed on the presumption that the message had been received and Major Oyama was proceeding with the plan.”


  Reynolds nodded her head slowly without saying a word. Plan Shadow called for Oyama to rapidly disperse whatever manpower he had available to secure the hidden munitions dumps located in each of what would become the various platoons Areas of Responsibility, or AORs. His secondary task was to remove everything he physically could from the training base and move it to what some unnamed marine had euphemistically dubbed ‘The Redoubt’. A fancy name for a dark, cold hole in the ground, high above the snow line, and a long tiring five-day walk for a marine carrying a pack weighing upwards of fifty-five kilograms on his back. A brief check of her chrono and a glance at the slowly lowering sun in the sky, allied with the thought of the arduous walk before her, brought a renewed sense of urgency to Reynolds. It was imperative they made it to the relative safety of the rally point before sundown. A thumping of hurrying feet from the darkness of the storm drain caused her to swing her attention to the drain’s gaping black maw, searching for the source of the sound. Reynolds did not have to wait long as a line of marines emerged from the depths of the storm drain. Hands reached up to remove night vision goggles as the newcomers squinted in the unfamiliar sunlight. Reynolds recognized the lead marine as Lieutenant Prus, his bright red hair hidden under his helmet and freckled face smothered in camouflage paint, but his boyish looks made him unmistakable. Prus spotted the colonel and hurried over as Sergeant Major Turay began efficiently adding the lieutenant's marines to those of the TOC along the edges of the gully. Prus crouched down beside Reynolds, his assault rifle resting across his knees and his face taut, opening his mouth to speak; however, a raised hand from Reynolds cut him off.


  “Perhaps we should wait for Captain Eblin and let her...” began Reynolds, only for the young lieutenant to cut her off.


  “I’m ranking officer for Delta now, ma’am,” Prus stated, his voice free of any emotion. Reynolds held his gaze. The junior officer in front of her was no longer the carefree soul of that morning. The now haunted eyes a sure sign they had witnessed combat in its harshest, most intimate form. Reynolds reached out and gripped his shoulder, firmly holding eye contact with him.


  “Are we good, Lieutenant?” Reynolds needed to know if he could hold it together or whether he was on the ragged edge.


  Prus did not flinch. “Yes, ma’am, I’m good.”


  Reynolds gave his shoulder a squeeze before releasing her hand, reassured the young man was not going to go off the deep end. “Very well, when Major Agani gets here...” For the second time in as many minutes, Prus interrupted her.


  “The major isn’t coming, ma’am.”


  Reynolds felt as though she had been gut punched. Anger welled up in her at the lieutenant's blunt statement. “What the hell do you mean Agani isn’t coming?”


  Prus’ experiences over the past couple of hours had hardened his emotions more than he himself realized; where once he would have flinched at a superior officer’s tongue lashing, now he remained blank-faced as Reynolds demanded a response from him.


  “The major was injured pretty early on during the K’Tai assault, ma’am. Doc Perrott insisted that he report to the Sick Bay, but the major refused. He continued to supervise the withdrawal. When it came down to the last of us, he...he...” Reynolds softened as she saw Prus was struggling to come to terms with what had happened at the fort, her own anger leaching away; her voice, when it came, had none of the brutal harshness that it had had before.


  “Get it out, son.”


  Prus’ fingers flexed on his rifle as he fought to control his raw emotions. “The major ordered me to take the last of the able-bodied and head out while he, the Doc and the wounded remained behind, manning the defenses so the K’Tai wouldn’t get a whiff that we were pulling out. When we were safely into the storm drain I...I...” Prus’ fingers went white as his grip on the rifle tightened, his jaw set and his eyes locked on to those of Reynolds. “Once we were in the drain, I ordered the entrance blown to mask our line of retreat.”


  Reynolds felt her jaw drop open in disbelief. Her voice escaped her as she so wanted to shout and scream and berate the junior officer for breaking the most sacred rule of a combat marine. No one. No one gets left behind! Only the haunted face of Prus caused her to stay her fury. Instead she rolled back on her heels, sitting down heavily on the soft ground, head spinning at the thought of one of her officers abandoning his wounded comrades. After a few moments, the cold light of logic broke through. She put herself in her friend Agani’s position. He had chosen to remain behind and effectively signed his and the wounded’s death warrant, but, their sacrifice bought the marines who had escaped the fort the time they needed to get clear.


  Prus’ actions in blowing the entrance ensured there was no trace of where the escaped marines had vanished to. It was the right thing to do, no matter how unpalatable to her sense of duty and honor. Agani and those with him had known what they were doing. Reynolds felt a new resolve chasing away her despair at losing such a close friend. Prus was still looking at her, eyes pleading with her for some sign of vindication for his actions.


  “Lieutenant, I can only hope that when the time comes I have the courage to do the right thing, just as you have done here.”


  His look of relief couldn’t be hidden by the camouflage streaking his face, but his voice wavered with still unresolved uncertainty. “Thank you, ma’am.”


  Well, his actions are something that he’ll come to terms with, in time, thought Reynolds, but right now she had to ensure that Agani’s life and the lives of his marines were not wasted. “OK, Lieutenant, you are hereby promoted to Acting Captain. Let’s get your marines moving to that rally point, we have a lot of ground to cover and you can bet your life that the K’Tai will be coming this way soon.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Prus moved off to round up his command, and Reynolds followed his back as he made his way along the narrow gully, the marines of Delta forming up behind him as he went. Among the sudden movement a single marine remained unmoving, like a rock protruding from a constantly moving sea. Sergeant Major Ola Turay regarded Reynolds with a stoic expression. Reynolds returned the look for a few seconds before Turay glanced left and right, ensuring no marines were looking her way before she gave Reynolds a single thumbs-up. With a smile that didn’t fool the veteran, Reynolds returned the thumbs-up, grateful for the sergeant major’s concern.


  That was enough for Turay, who bent to organizing the move of the last marines. Alone for the moment, Reynolds allowed her eyes to close and focus on the sound of the distant battle raging around the fort. The steady thump of energy cannon firing and the sizzling crash as the shields fought to retain their integrity under the bombardment. The higher pitched reply of the fort’s fixed defenses, light and medium laser and particle weapons. The shrieking of the K’Tai aero fighters pummeling the shields from above, desperately searching for that momentary failure that would allow their ordnance to penetrate to the fort’s interior, causing yet more death and destruction among the defenders.


  “We’re ready to move, ma’am.” The thick Algeron accent broke into Reynolds’ reverie, her eyes snapping open. “Thought you might prefer one of these to that pop gun you’re carrying.” Turay was holding an assault rifle in one outstretched hand; Reynolds wondered where the sergeant major had located a spare rifle before she spotted a splattering of blood on the weapon’s stock and decided not to ask. There were going to be plenty of weapons to go around in the future.


  “Why thank you, Sergeant Major,” said Reynolds with her best attempt at a smile, accepting the rifle and automatically checking the magazine and charge status. “Time for us to be on our way, I think.”


  Refusing to look back, Reynolds started off along the permacrete gully, the sound of battle receding with every step.
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    Chapter Fifteen


    


  

A School Teacher?
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  H HOUR PLUS FOURTEEN HOURS


  Sue had given up trying to control the shivering of her muscles. Lack of sleep, lack of food and the occasional mouthful of brackish water from a stream in passing was simply not enough for her body to maintain the arduous pace that she needed to keep up if she was to stay ahead of her K’Tai pursuers.


  Sue checked her wrist comm, the bright, sharp numerals reading 0410. Sue’s dulled brain struggled to do the math, eventually coming up with the correct number. Not bad, Sue, a little over fourteen hours, she congratulated herself. Fourteen hours that had consisted of alternately running, hiding and vicious close-quarter fire fights as Sue had led the K’Tai soldiers in a deadly dance in the hope of giving Jodee and Chris the opportunity to reach safety. Unfortunately for Sue, this had meant that she had had to ensure the K’Tai kept her as their priority, so whenever she managed to give the enemy the slip rather than disappearing into the bush, Sue was forced to turn the tables on the K’Tai and do a spot of hunting of her own. So far two K’Tai patrols had fallen victim to one of Sue’s improvised ambushes. Sue was always careful to leave at least one survivor who would report the ambush and call for help, drawing ever increasing numbers of K’Tai into the chase for Sue. A dangerous game, but one that had to be played if the kids were to make good their escape.


  Sue glanced up as the first rays of the sun, partially obscured by the large leaves of her latest hiding place, began to chase away the dark night that had helped conceal her from the prying eyes of the K’Tai. Sue was no fool, it was only a matter of time before the K’Tai employed more technically advanced methods like bio scanners and infrared to located her. For now, she hoped they were kept busy enough in other areas to ill-afford deploying precious resources to track down a single woman.


  Sue shifted her weight gently to one side to ease the growing cramp in her tired legs, careful to avoid the sharp thumb-sized thorns protruding from what felt like every branch of her hiding place. Her jacket sported many tears where the thorns had caught when she had scrambled in to avoid a group of K’Tai soldiers who had passed along the narrow animal trail Sue had been following. Sue tapped a quick series of commands into her wrist comm, the integrated projector sprang into life, and a 3-D map of the area hovered in midair. Another series of commands highlighted the position of the mine and her current location. A note by her location informed her that the wrist comm was unable to secure a satellite fix. Looked like the K’Tai had disabled the global positioning system, and with it disabled, that meant the wrist comm was working off dead-reckoning; its internal mechanism had followed her every twist and turn, but Sue couldn’t guarantee that it was 100 percent accurate. Well, it will just have to do, won’t it. The small device informed her that she was some fifty-two kilometers southeast of the mine. Damn, she didn’t think that she had traveled so far east, she was nearly into the Yentoff Valley complex that ran from the most easterly peaks of the Scraggy Mountains all the way down until it transformed into gently rolling hills and eventually settled into a wide, flat plain bordering on the Polaris Sea. The cabin she had sent the kids off to was almost directly northwest of the mine, and with some trepidation she keyed in its location. The blinking red dot at the very edge of the map only confirmed her fears. The cabin was the biggest part of 200 kilometers away; add in the fact that she would have to take a circuitous route if she wanted to avoid her K’Tai hunters, and she could double the distance. 400 kilometers through rough terrain, filled with God knew how many K’Tai soldiers out for her blood. Not good, Sue, not good at all.


  The wind gently carried the sound of steadily approaching footsteps. Hurriedly Sue deactivated the holographic map, bringing her bulky K’Tai pulse rifle up to her shoulder. The footsteps were getting closer, and Sue concentrated hard as she tried to identify individual footsteps and get a rough number of how many enemy soldiers were bearing down on her position. Something odd struck Sue about the steps... They were not as heavy as before... either the K’Tai had lost a considerable amount of weight, or those approaching footsteps were human. Let’s not take any chances here, Sue cautioned herself.


  Out of the growing daylight the first shadowy figure appeared. From Sue’s position, she could only make out the bottom half of the torso. The dirty combat pants and boots could only have belonged to a human. Still, Sue held her place. Just because these guys are human does not make them friendly. A second set of legs passed, then a third, and they continued to pass her by until she counted nine in total. Each figure was separated by a seemingly random distance from the next, however, Sue recognized combat spacing when she saw it. Each person was separated from the next by a few meters to prevent the whole group getting bunched up and making themselves an easy target for the enemy. Random intervals were employed because the eye was naturally drawn to things that were the same distance apart; nothing in nature was equally separated. On the plus side, whoever these guys were, they had at least rudimentary training. However, they were headed in the same direction that the K’Tai had gone a few minutes before. If I warn them, then I compromise myself, and who knows what these guys are up to. Then again, if I don’t... Sue’s conscience got the better of her. As the final set of legs vanished from view, Sue crawled clear of her hiding place and set off down the track after them, wondering how she was going to attract their attention without getting herself shot at in the process.


  She need not have worried, for as she rounded the bend that the shadowy figures had passed only moments before, a seemingly innocuous line, easily missed by the unwary, half hidden by the rutted animal hooves, crossed the track in front of her, freezing Sue in place. Maybe thirty centimeters long and perhaps five across, it was well hidden and Sue nearly passed it by without a thought. However, as Sue had just reminded herself, nature abhors straight lines. Only something made by thinking beings would be so straight. And in this case, that thinking being had to have been K’Tai, for the humans that had passed wouldn’t have had the time to place anything in the ground and hide it so precisely.


  Sue scanned the surrounding undergrowth for any sign of activity. Finding none, she bent down and cautiously scraped away at the soft ground with the blade of her pulse rifle. There, just a few centimeters below the surface was a thin, silvery wire. Sue traced the wire till it disappeared off the side of the track into thicker undergrowth. Using the blade to push away a tuft of grass, she discovered a green and black colored cylinder about the size of her palm. Leaning in close, the unfamiliar alien writing on its side confirmed Sue’s suspicions. This was indeed K’Tai, and then its purpose struck her like a bolt of lightning. It was a trip sensor! The K’Tai had placed it here to let them know if anyone was coming along the track, and the only reason you would want to know that was if you were already waiting in ambush! The trap may have been for her, but it was the nine people that had passed her that were about to run slap bang into it.


  Sue jumped to her feet and began sprinting down the track in the direction the nine had gone. She had only made it a couple of paces before the peaceful dawn was ripped asunder by an eruption of deafening pulse rifle fire, bringing her headlong dash to a halt. The K’Tai had sprung their ambush and it was very close. The answering sound of human weapons fire intermingled with that of the K’Tai. However, Sue was under no illusions that any commander who was even half decent would have placed his troops in ambush positions that gave his prey virtually no opportunity to escape, and if the previous day running from the K’Tai had shown Sue anything, then it was that the K’Tai were good soldiers.


  Breaking into a sprint, Sue’s legs pumped up and down, getting her ever closer to the sound of firing. Adrenalin flooded her system, bringing all her senses to their peak, muscles feeling like they had been electrified. Halting her mad dash when she judged that she was only a few tens of meters from the ambush site, Sue paused briefly as she listened, hard trying to identify which side of the track the ambush had been placed on. Satisfied she had located the source, Sue veered off to left side of the track, crashing through the thick brush, the branches whipping at her body, roots trying to snag her feet, not caring how much noise she made. At this point, there was no chance the K’Tai could hear her over the sound of the firefight. Ten paces in, she turned sharply right, now running parallel to the track, the sound of gunfire close enough it battered at her ears. Breaking through a particularly thick bush, she screeched to a halt as, there, a scant meter before her, lay a dozen K’Tai prone on the ground, all firing in the direction of the track. In a purely instinctive action Sue’s finger pulled and held the trigger of her oversized pulse rifle as she laid down a withering fire on the K’Tai soldiers, who were completely unaware of her presence on their unprotected flank.


  300 high velocity blades of super-hardened composite spat from Sue’s pulse rifle, tearing through body armor and shredding the flesh and bone it was never designed to protect at such close ranges. The K’Tai soldiers danced like depraved puppets as the blades struck, piercing the armor and losing a goodly proportion of their velocity so that when they had passed through the hapless soldiers’ bodies they no longer had the momentum to exit the armor on the other side; instead, as the laws of physics dictated, they rebounded to pass once more through their victims. Even when Sue had exhausted her weapon’s magazine, the bodies continued to move of their own volition until the blades had given up the last of their energy.


  Sue slipped her now empty magazine out, dropping it to the ground, and replaced it with a fresh one as an eerie silence fell upon the scene of devastation. Without a second glance at her victims, she took the few steps required to reach the track. It was a scene of utter carnage. What had been living, breathing human beings had suffered the same fate as the K’Tai that had died at Sue’s hand. Their uniforms, if that had been what they were, were torn to pieces. Where the armor worn by the K’Tai had gone some way to keeping their bodies intact, these humans had not had the benefit of armor. The mottled green and brown of the trees and bush was now awash with the bright red color of blood. Sue placed her feet carefully, trying her best to not step on anything that may have been human as she began the gruesome task of at least checking if any of the hapless victims had survived. Even if they had, there was nothing Sue could do for them, except maybe find a med pack with something strong enough in it to make their last few moments bearable. Of more importance at this point was supplies. Looking around, Sue judged that each of the bodies must have been carrying a pack, and where there was a pack there was every chance of finding food and water.


  The next few minutes were spent moving from body to body, checking each pocket and pack for anything which in any way might prove useful. One of the first things she did do was swap her K’Tai pulse rifle for a more fitting human weapon. Sue examined her new toy. An M89 caseless assault rifle and 100 round magazine with integrated high capacity charge. Slinging the rifle, she unclipped a thigh holster from one of the lifeless bodies. The holster contained a dull black P391 PIN pistol. Standard marine issue, the PIN had a completely self-enclosed cartridge that worked just as well in atmosphere as vacuum. Its ten-millimeter slugs were coated in specially hardened composite that made it a very effective armor piercer at close range while still carrying a hefty punch at ranges out to fifty meters. The fact that the weapons were standard marine issue and not militia caused Sue’s brow to furrow in puzzlement. Sue was not aware of any marine units being based on Agate, so where had these guys come from? No time to wonder about that just now, she needed to get the hell out of Dodge before anymore K’Tai came looking for their now deceased comrades. Hoisting a pack on to her shoulders into which she had stuffed water, food and spare ammo for her newly acquired M89 and PIN, she turned to head in the direction of the Yentoff Valley system when a cold, hard voice spoke to her from behind.


  “Put the rifle on the ground, lady, or I’ll drop you where you stand.”


  With exaggerated slowness Sue did as she was told, silently cursing herself for being so preoccupied that she had missed her unseen opponent’s approach. Allowing her rifle to slip to the ground, she craned her neck to sneak a peek behind her and her eyes fell upon the biggest marine she thought she had ever seen, filling the whole of the narrow track and easily matching a K’Tai for size and build, the rifle in his huge hands looking like a toy. Toy or not, it was pointed steadily in her direction and the cold look in his eyes told Sue that he wouldn’t flinch to use it.


  “Hey, I’m on your side, marine,” Sue said with a throat that was drier than it should have been.


  The huge marine’s rifle didn’t waver a fraction from Sue as he scanned his fallen comrades, and Sue could see the muscles in his neck tightening. Sue nodded in the direction of the K’Tai ambushers.


  “I couldn’t warn them in time but I killed the ones responsible.”


  The marine gave her a disbelieving look. “You and who else? Where’s the rest of your friends? The lieutenant will want to speak with whoever is in charge.”


  Now Sue was starting to get annoyed. “There is no one else, soldier boy. Just me, and I don’t have time to chit-chat with your lieutenant. The K’Tai will be here soon.” Sue hooked a thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the dead K’Tai. “And I for one don’t want to be here when they discover the bodies of their friends over there.”


  For a moment, the marine was startled by the sudden strength in the slightly framed woman, and his brain was still trying to compute her claim that she managed to kill a group of heavily armed enemy soldiers as, from around the bend in the track, came a line of a dozen marines, weapons at the ready. The first two marines skirted past Sue and took up post further along the track, while a third stopped beside the large marine who still had his weapon not now directly aimed at Sue, but in a position where it could be brought back into aim if required.


  You’ll be the lieutenant, thought Sue as she rapidly assessed him. Average height, broad shoulders, probably worked out a lot. A small smile creased Sue’s lips. These marines were all the same. They thought being able to lift heavy weights was the be-all and end-all. Her ears picked up the short, sharp whispered conversation with plenty of shoulder shrugging taking place, and Sue guessed that the officer was also second guessing her story. These boys will never learn. Another few disbelieving glances came in Sue’s direction before the officer cleared his throat and approached Sue.


  “Excuse me, ma’am, but DeWitt here tells me that you are responsible for that there pile of dead K’Tai. Now, I’m not doubting your version of events but maybe you...eh misinterpreted what happened and...”


  Sue cut him off with a voice that was cold as ice. “I killed them. Me. A little old school teacher, and I don’t care what you believe because I have family who need me and I need to move and I would suggest you do the same.” With that she bent down and retrieved the rifle, making to walk off, not caring that DeWitt’s muzzle was now aimed squarely at her back.


  The lieutenant was momentarily taken aback by Sue’s actions and scrambled to catch up with her. He had just placed a hand on her arm when the high-pitched sound of an aero engine flying low and fast reached them. The lieutenant was still trying to locate the sound as a K’Tai drone streaked directly overhead at treetop level, the ordnance hanging from its stubby wings promising vengeance. Sue’s rifle was up and firing as the drone disappeared, the engine note changing as the drone carved a wide arc in the sky as it circled back.


  “Take cover!” screamed Sue as she pushed the hapless lieutenant behind a fallen tree and crashed down on top of him, as the space that she and the lieutenant had been standing a split second before was filled with pulse cannon rounds. The drone circled around for another run, but this time as it closed on them the marines were ready, and it was met with a solid wall of M89 fire. The drone was hit and veered sharply off course, but not before a missile leapt from beneath its wing and flashed toward its target, impacting with a loud explosion, the pressure wave carrying the thousands of deadly antipersonnel ball-bearing sized munitions that had been packed into the missile’s body, shredding and flattening all before them.


  Marine DeWitt was the first to pick himself up from the forest floor, the ringing in his ears overpowering the crackle of the fires and the moans of his comrades. DeWitt felt a sharp pain in his left leg and it felt wet and sticky with blood. Ignoring his own wound for the moment, he looked around and saw other marines beginning to pick themselves up and dust off the debris kicked up by the air to ground missile as they moved to tend to the wounded. Of the lieutenant and the woman there was no sign. Ignoring the pain in his own leg, he ran over to where he had last seen them and found the woman sprawled on the ground, her prostrate body half covering the lieutenant, who was trying to free himself from the tangle of arms and legs. Gently DeWitt lifted the unconscious woman off him and sat her upright against the fallen tree, giving her a brief but thorough examination. Her face was white as a sheet and she was bleeding profusely from a deep gash over her left temple. DeWitt retrieved a field dressing from his belt and pressed it hard against the wound. The blood clotter embedded into the field dressing stemmed the flow of precious blood and the antiseptic seals around the dressing edges halted the spread of infection. What was of more concern to DeWitt was that Sue had not reacted as he had lifted her. Not a good sign, thought the marine as he reached into a pouch on his utility vest and extracted a med scanner, with practiced movements he thoroughly checked her body for secondary injuries. The small machine beeped as it completed its scan and DeWitt examined the display before making an adjustment to its parameters and running it more slowly this time over the left side of Sue’s skull. When he had completed his scan, the marine’s face creased in a thoughtful frown.


  “Well?” demanded the lieutenant.


  “I don’t see any secondary wounds, but she has a few fractured ribs down her left side, probably from impacting the tree, and a nasty looking contusion above her left temple which the med scan reckons is a skull fracture, with bleeding to the brain, and without the right equipment anything I give her could do as much harm as good. The ribs need a bone weaver, which we don’t have. As for the head injury, I can keep her unconscious and give her a dose of Disavol which will stop the bleed and relieve the pressure on the brain, but she needs to get to the Doc, sir.”


  The lieutenant looked at the closed eyes and pale face of the woman who had undoubtedly saved his life. It was at least five days’ travel on foot through enemy territory to the mountain retreat that was going to be the new headquarters of the battalion. Carrying an unconscious woman along with them was only going to make that harder. The lieutenant caught sight of the marines that had been ambushed by the K’Tai and the mangled bodies of their attackers. Sue could have stayed hidden and let the K’Tai go on their way, but instead she had chosen to risk her own life in a futile attempt to save his marines. He owed her.


  “OK, school teacher, it looks like you’re coming with us. Break out a litter, DeWitt, and get her ready to move while I check on the rest of the platoon. It’s a long way to the mountains and if the K’Tai could find us with one drone, then they can find us again. We need to hustle.”
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  DAY TWO


  The pilots of the small shuttle craft brought it into a neat hover before gently lowering it, until it touched the ground with the barest of jolts. Lord Harvik removed his seat restraints and stood, shuffling sideways out of his seat, head bent to avoid the low hanging cargo shelves set into the personnel shuttle’s roof. Tanak, bodyman to Lord Harvik—a position which, in human terms, would equate as bodyguard—was already at the open hatch, searching the area for any potential threats to his charge.


  The area immediately around the shuttle was guarded by a circle of armored and armed K’Tai. Tanak noted that the armor was white in color, and this sight brought a bitter taste to the bodyman’s mouth, for only members of the Kem Tak wore that color, supposedly to signify their unfaltering allegiance to the ideals of Rig. From his numerous encounters with the Kem Tak, Tanak had been left in little doubt that the Kem Tak were more interested in exercising their far-reaching powers to further their own agenda rather than searching out the true enemies of the state. From behind him came the sound of a gently cleared throat. Tanak turned to face Harvik, who had a quizzical frown creasing his forehead.


  “All would appear to be in order, my lord.”


  Harvik placed a hand gently on the shoulder of the man who had served him so faithfully for more years than he could remember. “I see our friends in the Kem Tak have accompanied the Claviger. Perhaps it would be prudent not to keep this planet’s new ruler waiting.”


  Standing at the bottom of the shuttle’s extended steps, ready to greet them, was a single, older K’Tai. A sash wrapped around his waist and extending over his left shoulder was deep imperial purple, showing him to be of the Imperium’s civil service. As Harvik reached the bottom step, the civil servant bowed and averted his eyes before speaking. “I am Rana, Senior Administrator to Claviger Telos. The Claviger welcomes you to the latest conquest of the Imperium, Lord Harvik and begs that you do me the honor of escorting you into his presence.”


  Tanak failed to disguise a muttered oath while, for his part, Harvik hoped that his brief expression of surprise at the administrator’s wording went unnoticed. The Claviger welcoming him to a world that his fleet, along with Lady Kara’s Black Legion, had conquered was a strange turn of phrase. The tactician in him began to suspect that there was more to this meeting than he initially thought. What game is the Claviger playing? Harvik had always avoided the shadowy and often distasteful intricacies of the Imperium’s political game. As head of House Jal, a house with a centuries-long tradition of providing the martial rather than political arm of the Imperium, Harvik had always tried to remain aloof to the infighting that seemed a daily occurrence among the other great houses of the Gerent’s court. During the buildup to the invasion of Agate, Harvik had immersed himself in the details of the operation, and so had paid little attention to whomever was to be appointed Claviger, answerable only to the Gerent himself, once the operation was complete. When Harvik had received the summons to attend the Claviger on the planet’s surface which, according to the reports he had read from Lady Kara, still hosted the occasional firefight as the Black Legion soldiers hunted down the last pockets of resistance, he and his staff had been busily planning the movement of fleet personnel and supplies to Hermes Station.


  The massive orbital station sat in geosynchronous orbit 3000 kilometers above Gemini City, and handled all traffic between the planet’s surface and the huge transports that brought cargo to and from the system. Its capture intact from the humans had been a prize that he intended to exploit to its fullest. Its many docking ports and cavernous bays would make an excellent repair and resupply base for the fleet’s ships, which would in turn free up the many merchant ships that the Imperium had struggled to scratch together to form the fleet supply train that a battle fleet the size of the one Harvik had insisted was necessary to secure the Agate system required. Harvik was under no illusions that the ongoing conflict against the secessionists was stretching even the mighty resources of the Imperium to breaking point.


  Looking upon the bowed head of Rana, Harvik paused a second or more longer than was polite before he acknowledged him. “Rise.”


  From the scowl on the administrator’s face it was obvious that he was not used to being kept waiting. “If you would follow me, my lord.” The man set off along a narrow path that led between beds of colorful blossoming flowers. A low chain-link fence enclosed each bed. At regular five-meter intervals another white-armored Kem Tak soldier stood facing outwards. The presence of so many Kem Tak soldiers was... disconcerting. A Claviger normally drew his personal guard from either the armed forces of his own house or, if the prestige of the position warranted it, from the Imperium’s Household Guard.


  Rana noticed Harvik’s fleeting sideways look at the white-armored soldiers. A pride-filled smile spread across his wrinkled face. “Before being elevated to the position of Claviger, Telos was a regimental commander in the Kem Tak. He was decorated personally by the Gerent for his bravery and leadership during the Battle of Gozan.”


  A strangled choke came from Tanak. Rana turned his head in the bodyman’s direction, a questioning look on his face. Lord Harvik interjected before the administrator spoke. “Tanak. I told you to contact the ship’s physician about that. If you have some illness, then I don’t want you infecting me or the rest of my staff.”


  Tanak averted his eyes and dipped his head in apology. “I will see to it immediately on our return to the Walak, my lord.”


  Harvik shook his head as if disappointed in his bodyman. Administrator Rana took this as his cue to continue speaking. “As you can see, the Claviger has selected the finest of buildings as his interim palace until one more fitting to his esteemed status can be constructed.”


  Harvik cast his eyes on the grand three-story building they were approaching. Bright yellow with high arching windows, it reminded him of some of the human historical documents he had studied while planning the invasion. If memory served him correctly, it was of a baroque design. It might not be to his taste; however, he could still appreciate fine workmanship.


  “This was the residence of the human governor. The Claviger thought it a fitting demonstration to the humans that he reside in their former leader’s symbol of authority,” cooed Rana, his chest puffed with pride. Harvik tuned the droning voice out as they rounded the corner of the building, and a cluster of black figures standing at the top of the marble entrance steps grabbed his attention. Increasing his pace, Harvik brushed past the still prattling administrator and took the steps two at a time. The black-clad figures parted as he approached and at their center stood Lady Kara. Ignoring protocol, Harvik warmly embraced Kara before holding her out at arm’s length. A fresh scar on her chest plate brought a grimace to his face.


  “I see you have been ignoring my advice about a commander commanding from a safe distance and not leading the charge.”


  Lips pulling back into a grin, which made the scar running down her left cheek curve in a way that somehow made her face even more youthful than it already was, Kara flicked at the area of damaged armor as if wiping away some dirt. “For once, my lord, I wish I had taken your advice.”


  The loud clearing of a throat reminded them both that they had business to attend to. Rana gestured with one arm toward a wide set of open doors, Kem Tak guards stationed on either side of them. “The Claviger is waiting, my lord.”


  >With a heavy sigh, Harvik succumbed to Rana’s request, following the administrator to the beckoning doorway. In near perfect unison, the door guards leveled their pulse rifles, sun glinting on the evil-looking bayonets atop the rifles, bringing Harvik’s party to a startled halt. For a fraction of a second Harvik thought the rifles were aimed at himself. Tanak obviously had the same thought, as from nowhere he now was in front of Harvik, interposing his body between his lord and the Kem Tak. Jolel, Lady Kara’s Valan bodyman, mirrored Tanak’s move. Behind them, the small group of Black Legion officers had seen the burgeoning confrontation and were already ascending the half dozen steps that separated them from the doorway, hands falling loosely by their sides to hover close to holstered pistols.


  “That cannot enter the Claviger’s presence!” stated the apparent senior of the two door guards. The vehemence in the voice shocked Harvik as he realized the weapons were aimed at Jolel. The Valan held his ground in the face of the Kem Tak’s racism and kept his thoughts to himself. Lady Kara, however, felt no such compulsion. Before Harvik or anyone else realized she had even begun to move, she was alongside the guard, Hadak pressed against the side of his throat. A thin trickle of blood oozed from where the razor-sharp blade touched the skin.


  “Withdraw or I will see my blade ends your worthless existence.” The tautness of Kara’s voice signaled the barely restrained anger at the threat to her bodyman.


  “Eh... If I may explain, my lady,” interjected the tremulous voice of Rana to calm the situation. “The Claviger has decreed that only pure blood K’Tai may enter his presence...” The administrator gestured toward Jolel. “And as your no doubt fine bodyman is a Valan, he is barred from entering.”


  Harvik gave the administrator an incredulous look. “The Valan have been part of the Imperium for two centuries! Enough of this ridiculousness.” Facing the two guards, he kept his voice level and toneless. “Guards, lower your weapons immediately and allow us to pass or you shall answer to me personally for your impertinence.”


  “We shall not...” uttered the senior Kem Tak guard. Whatever else he was going to say died in his throat as Kara’s Hadak pressed harder, forcing his head to tilt awkwardly unless he wanted the blade to pierce his skin and slice the artery that allowed life-giving blood to flow to his brain. The spittle as Kara spoke through gritted teeth sprinkled his cheek.


  “You dare deny the order of a Lord of the Imperium! Pray one last time to Rig for forgiveness, for I shall have none!” The guard’s eyes closed and his muscles tensed in anticipation of his imminent death at the hands of Lady Kara.


  “Enough!” bellowed a commanding voice. All heads turned to face the imposing figure of Claviger Telos, dressed from head to toe in Imperium purple, flanked on either side by a dozen Kem Tak, their pulse rifles held at the ready awaiting the Claviger’s order. “Please remove your blade from his throat, my lady. He, like the members of your own Black Legion, has sworn personal fealty to me. For him to disobey one of my orders is to sign his own death warrant.”


  Kara’s hand moved just enough to allow the guard’s head to return to the vertical. “Your... soldier may have been carrying out your command, Claviger; however, perhaps a lesson in how to properly address the Lord of House Jal, never mind the Fleet Commander, may be in order.” Removing her blade completely from the man’s neck, she wiped it pointedly on his pure white armor, leaving a line of bright red blood just where his heart sat before returning the Hadak to its scabbard on her waist.


  The Claviger turned his attention to Harvik, who had watched the exchange between the two with interest. Harvik had known Kara from when she had been but a child, watching her mature into the beautiful, deadly woman that she was now. She had been fully prepared to kill the guard where he stood, and only the intervention of the Claviger and, more importantly, his extra guards had prevented her. Like himself, Kara held no love for the Kem Tak; however, she recognized when she was on the thick end of a bad tactical situation. It was time to move on before the simmering tensions resurfaced. Harvik might not pander to the politicians at the Gerent’s court, but that did not mean that he couldn’t speak like one when required.


  “If I may be so bold as to suggest we continue inside, Claviger. I’m sure we can put this misunderstanding behind us,” he said smoothly.


  “Indeed, an excellent idea Claviger,” agreed Administrator Rana, eager to smooth the ruffled feathers of those surrounding him.


  Claviger Telos let out a deep, rumbling belly laugh, stepping forward to clap Harvik on the shoulder like they were lifelong friends. “An excellent idea, my lord.” With his other arm, he swept the lowered pulse rifles of the door guards aside. “Allow the Valan to pass.” Telos caught and held Kara’s eye, his gaze becoming hard as steel. “Just this once.”


  Passing through the arching glass doorway, they entered an expansive entrance hall lit by the sun streaming through the array of windows which ran along both sides of the building. Boots echoing on the marble floor, the small group made its way to a raised dais, upon which sat a single chair engraved with the seal of the Imperium. The Claviger mounted the steps and took his seat. Harvik and Kara, their respective bodymen behind them, remained standing as there were no other seats. A none too subtle oversight, thought Harvik. Claviger Telos is intentionally making his point that he is the one in a position of power here and answerable to the Gerent alone. Administrator Rana stood to one side, and from the shadows stepped forward an officer of the Kem Tak. Out of the corner of her eye, Kara noted the tightening of his jaw muscles as he looked at Jolel with disgust. The officer’s hand flexed on the hilt of his Hadak.


  A thin smile creased the Claviger’s face as he nodded to the new arrival. “Ah, I see you were able to join us Commander Neras. The commander assumed leadership of my old regiment on my elevation to Claviger. He will be responsible for security and the transfer of the humans to the re-education camps.” Harvik stiffened on hearing this news. The new Claviger was indeed wasting no time. The ‘re-education camps’ were the first step in processing the civilian population before dispersing them into servitude throughout the Imperium. A not unexpected move, but one that Harvik was uncomfortable with. Humans were not Horas or Valan. Both those races had not even been industrialized when the K’Tai conquered their planets. Humans, on the other hand, were a space faring species, perhaps not as advanced as the Imperium but none the less Harvik, and many of his ilk, doubted that they would go quietly into what amounted to nothing less than slavery.


  The Claviger indicated his guests. “May I introduce Lord Harvik, Lord of House Jal and Commander of the Fleet.” The Kem Tak commander bowed his head and averted his eyes. “And Lady Kara,” continued the Claviger. “Lady of House Hiral and Commander of the Black Legion.”


  “Your reputation precedes you, my lady. It is a true honor to fight by your side,” said Neras.


  Kara spared Neras a sidelong glance as she spoke, the sarcasm dripping from her tongue. “I was not aware of any Kem Tak units taking part in operations to secure the planet, Commander Neras... Perhaps my staff have failed to inform me that unarmed women and children have risen in revolt.”


  Neras refused to rise to the bait. The only indication of his emotions was the flexing of his hand on his Hadak. “We all serve the Imperium as best we can, my lady. Ensuring the continued longevity of the Imperium and protecting the integrity of the teachings of Rig against all those who would see those teachings diluted is why I chose to devote my life to the Kem Tak.”


  “And to bear witness to those very teachings is why I requested your presence here today,” said the Claviger, bringing the sparring between Kara and Neras to a halt. “Rig teaches that even in victory, the spirit of your enemy may still be unbroken. It is necessary to break this spirit to truly defeat them.” The Claviger looked to Rana, whose hand activated a previously unseen comm secreted beneath his sash. A side door opened and a human in tattered, ripped clothing, chained hand and foot, was dragged in and unceremoniously deposited in a heap before the dais, body held upright by the Kem Tak escort. The human’s face was familiar to Harvik, who searched his memory until he found a name. Governor Vandenberg, the human civilian in charge of the planet. A subdued whirring sound reached the ears of the gathering as a small camera drone moved into position above them, facing the Claviger’s seat.


  “We are broadcasting live around the planet, Claviger,” said Rana as Harvik and Kara looked on, wondering what was happening.


  The Claviger cleared his throat before addressing the camera drone and the watching population of Agate. “Humans. I am Telos, Claviger of Agate, appointed by Gerent Lavan XI to rule over this world in his stead. You are all now subjects of the Imperium and, if you obey the laws of the Imperium, you can look forward to a long life in its service. Failure to obey these laws has only one punishment.” The Claviger paused and the camera panned out slightly as Neras strode forward, drawing his Hadak as he did so. In one liquid motion, he pulled the human’s head back. The eyes went wide with fear and the mouth opened to scream, but before he could do so, the blade flashed across his throat, cutting so deep it penetrated nearly to the spine. The guards on either side of the human allowed him to fall to the marble floor, his blood spreading rapidly to form a large pool which surrounded the upper half of his body, forcing Harvik and Kara to take two steps back to avoid standing in it.


  The Claviger’s cold, dead eyes stared into the camera lens. “So, ends today’s lesson. Let there not be a need for another.”


  Rana deactivated the camera and the drone obediently flew away. Silence fell heavy on the hall. It took a lot to shake warriors like Harvik and Kara, but what they had just borne witness to chilled them to the core. Claviger Telos, however, sat upon his chair with a contented smile creasing his lips.


  “Hopefully that little example should be enough to forestall any disobedience. If not, Commander Neras, you have a free hand to make an example of anyone whom the Kem Tak believe to be fomenting trouble.”


  Neras gave a short nod. “As you wish, Claviger... And the other matter we discussed, Claviger?”


  “Ah yes, of course, how remiss of me, Commander. Lady Kara.”


  Kara managed to tear her eyes from the dead governor. “Yes, Claviger.”


  “It is obvious to me that these humans have very little fighting spirit and as such, I doubt that there will be a need for you to continue with the tempo of your current operations for much longer...”


  Kara was taken aback by the Claviger’s statement and drew a breath in to protest; however, the Claviger continued before she could speak. “With that in mind, I require you to subordinate one half of the Black Legion to Kem Tak control for use by Commander Neras as he sees fit.” Neras didn’t even try to hide the smile on his face while Kara shook with rage, only the cautioning hand of Harvik which gripped her elbow holding her in check.


  “If the Claviger would take the advice of an old warrior?” intoned Harvik.


  “Of course, my lord, your advice is always welcome here,” assented the Claviger.


  Harvik composed his thoughts before speaking. Now was not the time to fight a battle he had already lost. The Claviger and that Kem Tak scum Neras had planned this out well before his and Kara’s arrival. “There are reports of sightings of human regular troops, not the local militia forces, having been seen escaping toward the mountains and forests. Would it not be prudent for Lady Kara to retain sufficient resources in the event these troops manage to coalesce into a fighting force?” Harvik saw that the Claviger was not buying his argument, so he upped the ante. “If they were to cause disruption to Redlazore mining or processing which, as you are keenly aware, is something the Gerent, and the Devisee, are taking a personal interest in, then...” Harvik intentionally left his sentence unfinished. The older K’Tai saw that at the mention of the Devisee, the Claviger looked, well, if not worried, then concerned. The Devisee was not known for taking a subordinate’s failure well.


  The Claviger fixed his eyes on Lord Harvik. This old man is no fool, he knows how the game is played, he thought. Slapping his open palms on his thighs, he stood, coming down the steps of the dais and nimbly skirting around the pool of human blood until he was standing beside Harvik. “A point well made, my lord. A point well made. I was unaware of these so-called sightings. A breakdown in communications which is easily rectified. Commander Neras.”


  “Yes, Claviger?” replied the Kem Tak officer.


  “I want a Kem Tak officer appointed with immediate effect to the personal staff of Lord Harvik and Lady Kara to act as our Liaison Officer. They will attend every staff briefing and have access to all communications and intelligence.” The Claviger gave Harvik an innocent look as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. “With your permission, of course, my lord, and yours too, my lady.”


  The Claviger had outmaneuvered them, so, both Harvik and Kara nodded reluctantly. A huge beaming smile filled the Claviger’s face. “Ah, I’m glad that is sorted, then. As for the defense of the Redlazore mines and processing plants, why don’t we leave that in the protective hands of the Black Legion for the moment? As you pointed out, Lord Harvik, it would not please the Devisee or the Gerent if these operations were compromised.”


  Kara glanced across at the inscrutable face of Harvik as, for not the first time this day, she struggled to control her anger. Surely Harvik knew that the Claviger and the Kem Tak had just made herself and the Black Legion the scapegoats if production of Redlazore was hindered in any way? It took her a moment to realize the Claviger was still talking.


  “Regarding troop levels, my lady. As the Kem Tak are no longer responsible for the mines or the processing plants they would only require... Commander?”


  “A quarter of the legion’s strength will suffice for the moment.” Neras smiled pleasantly at Kara. “After all, there are only so many gates to guard and latrines to dig.”


  Harvik’s grip on her elbow became vice-like, yet, she greeted the pain as an old friend provided it stopped her from challenging the Kem Tak officer there and then to a duel.


  “If that is all, Claviger, then I really must return to my ship,” said Harvik, not a trace of resentment or anger in his voice.


  “Of course, my lord. And I thank you for your time. I’m sure our weekly briefings will bring us closer together.”


  A frown formed, then vanished, on Harvik’s forehead. Weekly briefings? It was the first he had heard about this. It appeared the Claviger was intent on being involved in the minutiae of every decision Harvik and the fleet made. Undoubtedly, he would compare what the Kem Tak Liaison Officers who would now be present to hear what Harvik and Kara discussed in their staff meetings heard, with what Harvik and Kara told the Claviger in person. This Claviger is not a man to be underestimated, or trusted, thought Harvik.


  “I look forward to it, Claviger.” With a curt nod Harvik spun around, taking Kara with him as he headed out of the hall. Passing through the wide doors, the two K’Tai, closely followed by their respective retinues, made their way to Harvik’s waiting shuttle. Not a single word was spoken during the short journey. Upon reaching the bottom of the shuttle’s steps Harvik leaned in as if to hug Kara affectionately. As he did so he said in a low whisper, “Be careful, Kara. Say nothing, nor record anything that may be used against you. No matter how innocent it may appear at the time.”


  Pressing her mouth to his ear, Kara replied, “And you, old friend. This Claviger and his Kem Tak lackey have no honor.”


  Releasing each other, Harvik mounted the steps without a rearward glance. As soon as he was aboard, the hatch secured and the engines began spooling up. Kara turned her back on the shuttle and headed for the armored flitter that would return her to her own headquarters. Her mind churned with thoughts of how she was going to keep herself and the Black Legion from becoming pawns in the Claviger and his Kem Tak accomplices’ political game.
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    Chapter Seventeen


    


  

The Long Walk
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  DAY TWO


  Jodee and Chris had slept a fitful night’s sleep, more a few snatched minutes here and there, if the truth be told. Jodee had argued that they should press on as darkness had fallen and visibility in the thick deciduous forest had dropped to virtually zero. Even when the twin moons had risen, their scarce reflected light had made going treacherous enough that when Jodee’s foot had gone down some small animal’s burrow hole, causing it to twist painfully and forcing her to stop, she wished that she had listened to Chris.


  The pain in her left ankle had subsided somewhat and, with the rising sun banishing the darkness, she steeled herself for a long days walking while cursing her own stupidity. Glancing across at the still sleeping Chris, hood drawn tightly around his face to keep out the chill and hands shoved under his armpits, she decided to give him an extra couple of minutes before waking him. Activating her wrist comm, she selected the integrated mapping system, which dutifully brought up a detailed map of the area immediately surrounding her current location. A small frown creased her forehead as, on the hovering map projected above her wrist comm, all she could identify was forest. Zooming out only showed her more forest. Zooming out again, she saw the Calley Mine and the hard-top road which led back toward the city of Gemini. Dotted here and there in some clear, unforested patches were the odd outlines of farms. With the touch of another control their route from the day before was superimposed on the floating image, a route which zigzagged around the farms and more demanding terrain features. Jodee highlighted their current location and the Calley Mine; dutifully the smart machine drew a line directly between the two locations and calculated the distance between the two. Fifteen kilometers. A curse that would have petrified her parents if they had heard it passed half whispered over her lips. Surely, we’ve come further than that, thought Jodee. With the tip of her index finger, Jodee traced the route that she and Chris had taken the day before during their frantic escape from the mining complex. Dutifully the machine recalculated and a new figure appeared on the image. Thirty-seven kilometers. Avoiding the farms and roads which crisscrossed the ground between the edge of the forest and the mine had cost them a lot of time, but Mom’s instructions had been explicit. Avoid all contact. Jodee’s lips pursed and she unconsciously chewed her lower lip as she once more expanded the map until eventually it showed the small blinking blue dot of their destination. The cabin. Already knowing that she wasn’t going to like the answer, she set the machine to calculating the distance remaining. The number did not disappoint her. 147 kilometers. Jodee continued to look unseeing at the map and its foreboding number, her brain working the problem that she and Chris faced. 147 kilometers to travel... in a direct line. Yesterday we made fifteen kilometers. That makes...at least another ten days of walking and with the detours to avoid farms, obstacles... Oh my God... It’s damn near impossible! Thought Jodee,


  They had no provisions, no weapons and it was quite possible that the soldiers from the mine were still looking for them. Jodee continued to stare at the map as the first seed of a plan formed in her mind. A half-remembered lesson from school taught by the exceedingly boring Mr. Naismith, the natural sciences teacher, something about how the farmers would bring their livestock down from the high pastures of the Scraggy Mountains before the onset of winter to more fertile and accessible pastures lower down the mountain range. However, colony law mandated that each of these buildings must be outfitted with an emergency pack which any unwary traveler could use if they found themselves stranded in the mountains in the depths of winter until Search and Rescue could reach them. The buildings higher up in the mountains were simply closed for the winter, basically left as they were. And that meant supplies. Food, water and shelter. Jodee excitedly panned the map across until it showed the steepening slopes of the Scraggy Mountains. Bingo! A single building with a white cross on a red background floating beside it, indicating the location of one of the safe havens. OK, it might not be winter, Jodee thought but, and this was a gamble but a reasoned one, these safe havens were only used infrequently by the farmers to come up from the plain to check on their wandering livestock, so the chances were that they would be unoccupied. Reviewing the map, Jodee put together a new route that strung together one haven after another until, finally, she could drop once more into the thick forest close to the cabin. According to the little machine the new proposed route worked out at 223 kilometers, further than making their way through the forest, but going through the forest was a non-starter if they could not find supplies while going up and around guaranteed supplies and, Jodee reasoned, once they were clear of the thick forest which thinned the higher up the Scraggy Mountains you went then, in theory at least, she and Chris should be able to cover the ground much quicker, meaning the longer route would be covered in the same amount of time or less.


  Jodee looked over at the still sleeping Chris. Time to wake up sleeping beauty and tell him of her plan.
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    Chapter Eighteen


    


  

The Farm
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  DAY THREE


  It may not have been the most comfortable of places, but Jacob’s hill store was the only place that he felt was far enough off the beaten track that whoever it was that had bombed the crap out of Gemini City and killed his wife and son, before presumably blowing up the flitter that had held the Xians, would not come looking for them. Jacob had returned to his own house and loaded up on supplies of dry and vacuum-sealed food before high-tailing it up here.


  Lin, the girl, and Shen, the boy, had said hardly a word between them since Jacob had scooped them out of the roadside culvert he had found them cowering in. All thoughts of his planned revenge on those responsible for his family’s murder were replaced by the more pressing need to care for the two children that those same individuals had so callously made orphans.


  Jacob heard two pairs of feet padding slowly toward where he sat perched on a rickety stool, tri-barrel laid across his knees as he kept watch on the rough, overgrown trail that led up from the logging road to the hill store. Jacob had hardly moved from this spot since they had arrived. He ate his meals on the stool. Sleep, when it came fleetingly to him, was on the stool. Truth be told, the only time he really left his post was to cook for himself and the children and to ensure the kids had gone to bed at night. It had been three long days now since the mad scramble to fill the flitter with as much food and supplies as it would carry. Lin and Shen had sat silently in their seats, watching him go back and forward with the supplies, muttering to himself as he tried to prioritize what he should take and what he should leave behind, constantly scanning the sky fearing that the fate that had befallen the Xians and the Larimers would be visited on his farm next. When he had filled the flitter to bursting, he had driven like a demon, disregarding the posted speed limits as he raced for the perceived safety of the mountains. The roads he had traveled along were never busy at the best of times; now, though, they were deserted. Jacob’s farm was one of the larger ones on this side of Gemini City: nowhere near as large as the vast, corporation-owned farms that had been established on the far side of the Scraggy Mountains on the Caramon Plain, but nevertheless Jacob owned a substantial plot that, with the aid of modern agricultural machinery, could be run with minimal human input. Hence the lack of traffic, the only exceptions being the automated heavy lift flitters that carried produce from the corporation farms to the hungry mouths in the city or the equally large logging vehicles that helped supply the materials to build the ever-expanding city. Jacob had given them incredulous looks as they passed him on the road; their automated systems had no regard for the fighting raging around their destinations. The simple computer brains that controlled them had instructed them to carry their loads to their assigned destinations and that was exactly what they were going to do.


  The footsteps came to a hesitant halt. Urgent, argumentative whispering before a single set of feet covered the last few steps to stop directly behind him. “Jacob?” called the small, slightly squeaky voice of Lin. It became readily apparent to Jacob that of the twins, Lin was the more forward.


  “Yes, Lin,” replied Jacob softly. The children were both still quite skittish around him, understandably in Jacob’s opinion. Their quiet family life had been torn asunder by violence, and they had been removed from the only home they had ever known by a man who was only a passing stranger to them. A man who had brought them to a secluded building without any of the comforts they were used to. Jacob had forced himself to walk on eggshells around them, trying as best he could to shield them from the ugly fact that they would never see their parents again. Now, though, it appeared that the twins wanted answers, and Jacob steeled himself for the inevitable awkward questions.


  Before the child could ask her question, a sound like distant thunder reached them from further down the hill. Jacob was on his feet, tri-barrel in hand in an instant, ears straining hard to pinpoint the sound. A second, more tearing, ripping sound came from the same direction. Jacob might not have been familiar with all the sounds of war, but he did recognize automatic weapons fire when he heard it. Another burst of weapons fire, closer this time. Spinning on his heel, he barely paused as he scooped up Lin in one arm, tri-barrel in the other, and ran for the flitter that he had concealed in the feed store. Shen stood stock still, mouth working, though no words came from his suddenly dry throat. Jacob didn’t slow his pace as he went past the boy, lifting him roughly by back of his shirt and hooking him under his arm. Time was short and whoever was doing the shooting was getting closer.


  #
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  JODEE AND CHRIS WERE making good time. They were making for what Jodee’s wrist comm had told them was a small cluster of farm buildings which lay just at the edge of the forest and was marked on the map as holding an emergency supply pack. Both she and Chris had had no solid food since breakfast on the morning of the attack. Chris had suggested that they construct some crude small animal traps; they had come across plenty of game trails on their trek through the forest and it was certainly an option. Dad had shown them how to make traps from nothing more than what the forest provided. Jodee, however, had insisted that they push on. Constructing the traps, setting them, and then awaiting some poor animal to fall afoul of one would take time, time that Jodee was unwilling to waste. Mom or dad, possibly both, would be waiting for them at the cabin and she was in a hurry to be reunited with her parents.


  At the first crack of firing they both froze. The sound echoed off the tall trees, making it hard to narrow down the source. A crashing to their left as a figure burst through the thick undergrowth, falling to the ground as their foot caught on an unseen branch, made that point moot. Jodee barely registered the fact that the form was human when a second, larger figure, this one not human, came through the hole in the undergrowth made by the first man. Chris flung himself bodily sideways, taking Jodee to the ground, and not a second too soon, as the alien let loose a burst of fire from his weapon in the kids’ direction which tore through the air where they had been standing a heartbeat before.


  Unfortunately, the alien’s distraction at the sight of two more humans instead of the lone militiaman he had been chasing sealed his fate. Rolling on to his back, the militiaman who had been his prey let loose with the machine pistol in his outstretched arm. The Bratatat! of the human’s discharging weapon was deafening. At less than three meters, the Teflon-coated ten-millimeter rounds, traveling at a hair below 4000 kilometers per hour, punched through the K’Tai’s body armor as if it was paper, expending most of their kinetic energy within the alien’s body, turning internal organs to pulp, shattering bone, fragments of which cut and chewed their way through the body, only adding to the machine pistol’s swathe of destruction.


  The K’Tai fell forward. Even in death his own momentum carried him forward until, like one of the massive forest trees surrounding him, he began an inexorable fall. The bayonet on the end of his oversized rifle arced downward. The injured human lying at his feet had no chance of escape. The bayonet pierced his chest. A sharp, short scream. The K’Tai’s considerable weight fell atop the rifle, pushing the blade down through the stricken man until it came out of his back and entered the soft earth below him. Silence.


  For what seemed an age but was probably only a couple of seconds, Jodee and Chris lay in a tangled heap, disoriented by the sudden, unexpected violence they had witnessed.


  “We need to get out of here,” Jodee said in a soft, halting voice.


  Chris couldn’t move his wide eyes from the macabre spectacle. The man, pinned to the forest floor, machine pistol still gripped in his hands, the K’Tai, propped up by his rifle, hanging lifeless like a puppet that had its strings cut. Jodee pushed at her brother, trying to get him off her. The action caused Chris to stir from his shock; taking a deep breath, he got to his feet, holding a hand out to his sister to help her up.


  “Grab their guns,” Jodee said unhesitatingly. Fighting back the urge to cringe, she raised one leg and shoved the dead K’Tai over, his body falling to the forest floor with a subdued thump. The sight of the bloodstained corpse of the man brought a fluttering feeling to Jodee’s stomach, bile rising in her throat as the man’s unseeing eyes stared up at her. Grasping the K’Tai’s pulse rifle, in both hands Jodee braced herself and heaved. With a sickening sucking sound, the long blade came free of the militiaman's chest. Jodee gave the rifle a quick once-over. It may have been designed specifically for a K’Tai, but the aliens retained the same basic form as a human. Two arms, two legs and fingers, so the component parts of the weapon, though in somewhat larger proportion, were close enough to its human counterpart that Jodee should be able to operate it.


  Taking this as his cue, Chris retrieved the militiaman's machine pistol, weighing it up in his hands before slipping the clip out. It was empty. Throwing the weapon’s sling over one shoulder, Chris tried not to look at the dead man’s face as he searched for fresh ammo clips. Patting down the corpse, Chris felt his hands getting sticky with warm blood. Steeling himself, he continued his search, finding what he was looking for. The militiaman's belt had an integrated holster for the machine pistol on one side and pouches with fresh clips on the other. Chris reached down to unbuckle the belt, but his bloodied hands slipped on the plastic. Chris wiped his hands on the grass, staining its pristine green beauty with two bright red splodges. Hurriedly, he got the belt and holster off the dead man, slipping it around his own waist and adjusting it to fit.


  From the same direction that they had first heard firing, heavy footsteps approached, then a shouted word in a language that was not League standard English. Jodee put a finger to her lips, telling Chris to be quiet, before she headed off at an angle away from the oncoming noise, melting into the forest leaving the K’Tai behind.


  After a few minutes, Jodee panted to a halt. Chris failed to notice his sister had stopped moving until the very last moment; twisting to one side, he bounced off a large tree trunk, ending up on his ass among a stand of leafy ferns. The thick forest had without warning come to an end. Instead a narrow, hard core road lay in front of them. Jodee activated the map on her wrist comm. The farm with the supplies they so badly needed was only a few hundred meters away, could they risk it? How quickly could they locate the emergency food and water? Jodee was still pondering her decision when a pair of K’Tai, pulse rifles loosely held in their hands, black armor giving them the look of giant shadows, emerged from the trees only a few scant meters from where Jodee and Chris were. Fearing Chris had not seen the K’Tai yet and was going to make a noise and give away their location, Jodee slapped a flat hand across his mouth, which elicited a mumbled protest. A protest which died in his throat as the K’Tai walked past their hiding place, close enough that Chris could have reached out and touched them.


  A high-pitched whining pierced the peacefulness of the forest, a sound recognizable to anyone who lived in modern society: the sound made by the repulsors of a flitter. Said machine came barreling around a corner of the narrow track. Both K’Tai raised their pulse rifles to fire. For once any indecision Jodee might have had about what to do next was washed away. Without hesitation, she raised her pulse rifle, centering the targeting bead on the closest K’Tai, and unthinkingly, Jodee’s finger pulled back on the trigger. Phttttt. A lethal stream of supersonic flechettes punched into the back of the K’Tai soldier. He was dead before his brain registered the burning pain of the slivers of metal scythed through him.


  With the lightning reactions of a trained warrior, the second K’Tai rolled sideways away from his stricken comrade, coming up on one knee, rifle swinging around to zero in on his comrades’ killer. Bratatat! The impact of the machine pistol rounds from Chris’ weapon knocked the K’Tai sideways, rifle falling from his now lifeless grip.


  The flitter shuddered to a halt, a mixture of dust and stones pelting Jodee and Chris, forcing them to close their eyes to protect them from the choking dust. As the dust settled, the canopy of the driver’s side popped open to reveal the snout of an ugly tri-barrel.


  “You militia?” asked a loud toneless voice.


  At the sound of the human voice, Chris lowered his weapon, holding it out to one side while he took slow steps toward the flitter, hoping the owner of the tri-barrel would see he meant no harm. “No. Just trying to get to our family’s cabin over by Kelso.”


  “The Kelso district is a fair way from here. You planning on traveling on foot the whole way?”


  “We were hoping to get some supplies from the farm up the road from here...” Chris indicated the dead K’Tai. “Looks like these guys were headed there as well. We came across one of them back in the forest chasing a militiaman. Killed him before we could help.” Chris had got close enough now that he could see into the passenger compartment of the flitter. A slightly overweight white man in his sixties sat behind the vehicle’s controls, the tri-barrel resting casually on the canopy’s frame. A movement behind the man drew Chris’ eyes and an eyebrow raised in astonishment as two ethnic Asian children who couldn’t have been more than six or seven years of age peeked their heads out from below a large blanket.


  A frown appeared on the older man’s forehead and he tugged at an ear in thought. “Well, if they were headed up that way, you can bet they were looking for something. My guess is they’re hunting down any militia that managed to escape from the city. When they don’t report in, their friends will come looking for them. We need to get well clear of this area. Maybe head out over the pass and see if we can find somewhere to hold up on the Cimaron Plain.”


  “Well, if you would be willing to give us a ride,” interjected Jodee, “there would be plenty of room at the cabin for all of us. I’m sure Mom and Dad wouldn’t mind. And it would save us a long walk.”


  A few more tugs at his ear, then the tri-barrel swung up and away as the side door of the flitter eased open. “I suppose if we stuck to the back roads we could be in Kelso by tomorrow morning... OK, you have a deal. Jacob Levin’s the name and those two squirreled away behind me are Lin and Shen.”


  “Good to meet you, Mr. Levin. I’m Chris Carter, and this is my sister Jodee.”


  Introductions over, Jodee and Chris climbed into the flitter. Jacob resealed the canopy, applied power to the repulsors, and the flitter moved off down the narrow road.


  #
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  TEN MINUTES LATER, with no reply from the squad sent to search the area for militia stragglers, a K’Tai drone tasked to overfly the area relayed images of the two dead Black Legion soldiers back to the Legion’s temporary headquarters within the confines of the Gemini City spaceport. The duty officer immediately dispatched the Ready Reaction Force to the area while requesting aero fighter support. This was the fourth time today that the officer had been forced to dispatch the RRF. Did these humans not know when they were beaten?
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Call to Arms
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  DAY SIX


  Fleet Naval Station Normandy hung like a bright, shining star in the center of its own miniature constellation, a constantly moving constellation of shuttles and freighters plowing back and forth between Normandy, the units of Eighth Battle Fleet in their assigned assembly areas, and the system and sector capital of Doberman some 400,000 kilometers distant.


  The atmosphere in Admiral Christina Helbrunn’s private briefing room was one of tense expectation. Subdued lighting reflected off the conference table’s metal top and from the various status boards and displays spread around the room, illuminating the three navy admirals, an army general and a brigadier of marines. Outwardly all was calm, but each felt the same uneasiness gnaw at them, despite their seniority and experience. At the rear of the room a very self-conscious lieutenant commander in her best uniform tried desperately to do an impression of a bulkhead.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” began Admiral Helbrunn, the senior officer of the Doberman sector and commander of Eighth Battle Fleet, from her place at a small lectern at the head of the table. “It appears our friendly neighbors across the border have decided to seize and hold the planet Agate, its population and the largest deposits of Redlazore yet discovered in human space.” Helbrunn took in her fellow officers. These were intelligent men and women, there was no way to sugarcoat what was coming next. “As of 0800 hours Earth Standard Time this morning, I initiated General Order Fourteen.” Helbrunn paused for the half-expected cries of protest. It said volumes about the professionalism of the room’s occupants that their only reaction to Helbrunn’s order was a handful of nods of agreement. General Order Fourteen stipulated that all leave was canceled and military personnel were to return to their duty posts immediately. All merchant shipping was to remain in port and not to set sail for any destination without clearance from the local naval senior officer. All Border Patrol vessels were now subordinate to the orders of Battle Fleet and, more ominously, General Order Fourteen required all command-level officers to take whatever steps they deemed necessary to ensure the security of their command, up to and including the use of lethal force without warning. Effectively the Doberman sector was on a war footing.


  “We have all been keeping up with the classified briefing packets concerning the ongoing trade negotiations with the K’Tai to allow the League greater access to their stockpiles of Redlazore, and we all know how the K’Tai have reacted to the discovery of the massive reserves on Agate, which wiped out their negotiating position of strength virtually overnight. The powers that be had decided in their infinite wisdom to continue the talks with the K’Tai but expand the scope of the negotiations to include general trade agreements as well. Everything appeared to be going well, trade deals were being made, and for the first time since we encountered the Imperium, they appeared to be treating us as equals.” Helbrunn felt her fingers ball into fists and her cheeks heat with anger as the depth of the K’Tai deceit was revealed. Forcing any sign of emotion from her voice, she continued. “That was until two weeks ago. Without a word of explanation, the entire K’Tai delegation simply upped sticks and headed back to the Imperium. Now we know why.” This time Helbrunn did allow some of her anger to enter her voice. “Their invasion fleet was already on its way to Agate. They timed their withdrawal from the negotiations to coincide exactly with the arrival of their fleet. While we had been negotiating in good faith, they had been planning on seizing Agate all along.” Helbrunn paused for a moment as she scanned the room. “To put it plainly, people, we were royally screwed.” A few grunts of acknowledgment emanated from the assembled officers. “The question now, however, is what will be the League’s response? I have no need to tell you that a general war with the K’Tai Imperium is something which Battle Fleet has been hoping could be avoided. By our best estimate, the Imperium’s navy outnumbers us in virtually every class of warship, but on the bright side...” A wicked grin split the admiral’s face. “We know that the Imperium is having its own problems and we...” She looked around the table, and saw her feral hunger for revenge reflected in the gathered faces. “... are going to exploit these problems. They took Agate so they could get the Redlazore, and I intend to make them pay an unacceptable price for every tonne of it that they manage to get home. Until I receive orders to the contrary, I intend to launch repeated raids into the Agate system. The intention is not to engage the K’Tai in face to face combat; until we know the extent of the enemy’s expansion plans, I cannot afford to move a single heavy unit away from Doberman. If Doberman was to fall, then the enemy would be a step closer to the Core Worlds, and we simply cannot allow that to happen. No, ladies and gentlemen, what I envisage is a small but lethal raiding force whose aim will be to interdict every enemy supply convoy attempting to enter or leave the Agate system.”


  “Like the German wolf packs in the Atlantic during World War Two?” interjected Rear Admiral Robert Matheson. Helbrunn jabbed a finger in his direction.


  “Exactly, Robert. I want to make it so the enemy loses so many ships for so little Redlazore that he begins to think that remaining on Agate is no longer a viable proposition.” Helbrunn nodded toward Louise Alderman; the Border Patrol admiral had been surprised to be invited to this meeting after her perceived shame in giving up Agate without even a shot being fired by her cruisers. “Luckily for us, Admiral Alderman had the forethought to leave a few picket ships loitering around the edge of the system. The enemy have tried to chase them off, but so far, without any success. As soon as the enemy get too close, the pickets retreat into hyper, then re-emerge well clear of the Agate system before heading back in.” This time Helbrunn turned and held the Border Patrol admiral’s gaze. “It must be a terrible strain on your crews, Louise, but it goes a long way to highlight their courage and professionalism that you are responsible in no small part for.”


  Alderman cheeks flushed at the senior admiral’s compliment, more so when the others around the table nodded their heads in agreement. The self-doubt that had been gnawing at her on the long flight to Doberman evaporated as she realized that perhaps she had done the right thing by withdrawing her cruisers after all. At least the officers here seemed to agree with her decision. Her musing was cut short by a question by the army general.


  “And what of the civilian population, Admiral? We have no idea what is happening to the eight million hostages. For all we know, for every enemy ship that your raids destroy, they may decide to take reprisals against them.”


  Helbrunn leaned back in her chair, her hand cupping her jaw as if thinking hard before answering. “Your point is well taken, General and that very question is one which I have honestly struggled to come up with an answer to. In our war with the Lorentian Confederation, both sides took great pains to avoid unnecessary civilian casualties. The war was mainly fought by naval engagements as one side or the other vied for control of specific sectors of space which would provide a strategic advantage. After a while it became a simple case of who was going to run out of ships first, and the High Command realized that it was the League who was going to be on the losing side. And losing was an option that they and the Secretary General weren’t willing to consider, so they decided to change the rules. If we couldn’t beat them one-on-one then you needed to be willing to do something so shocking, so terrifying that your enemy would beg for peace at any price. You just needed to be willing to go through with it. And placing every League battleship, loaded to the gills with missiles and heavy cannon, in orbit around the Lorentians’ home world with orders to turn it into a radioactive dust bowl if they didn’t surrender was the plan the High Command came up with. The Lorentians surrendered and we won the war.”


  “We all know the story, Admiral Helbrunn, but what if the Lorentians had called our bluff? Would the crews of those battleships have actually fired on a world of unarmed civilians?”


  Instead of answering the army general’s question, Helbrunn shifted her gaze to Robert Matheson. “Well, Robert? Would you have launched your missiles?”


  A younger Robert Matheson had been a fire control officer aboard the Dangerous, one of the League battleships which had been in high orbit that day holding the sword of Damocles over a population numbering in the billions. Robert felt the need to wet his suddenly dry lips as he took a slow breath before answering.


  “Yes, ma’am, I would have. It was them or us, and I think we all knew that.”


  A cold silence descended on the room; maybe, for the first time, those gathered in the room came to realize that what they were facing here was a real war, and for all the abstract planning and orders that were going to have to be made in the end, it all came down to one thing. Winning.


  “My question still remains, Admiral. What of the civilians?” asked the general, breaking the silence.


  “To answer that, we need someone who knows a bit more about the psychology of the enemy than you or I. Lieutenant Commander Del Mastro did a tour as assistant defense attaché at the League embassy on Tarava before joining Eighth Fleet.” Helbrunn gestured for Del Mastro to join her at the head of the table. As she walked to join the admiral, Del Mastro could feel every eye on the room focusing in on her, assessing her as if she was a predator’s next meal. Straightening her back, she ignored the beads of sweat she could feel breaking out across the back of her neck and dampening her already too tight uniform collar, trying desperately to throw a cloak of confidence around herself. Reaching Helbrunn, the admiral gave her a tight nod before assuming her seat and handing over control of the briefing to the most junior rank in the room.


  Slipping the data chip from her clammy fingers and inserting it into the reader without dropping it to the floor was a task in itself, and as the reader’s indicator blinked green, Del Mastro swallowed furtively before speaking.


  “Ladies and gentlemen. As Admiral Helbrunn alluded in her introduction, my name is Lieutenant Commander Helen Del Mastro and up until six months ago, I was the Assistant Defense Attaché at the League embassy on Tarava. In reality, my job was as second in command of the Office of Naval Intelligence detachment, tasked with gathering as much intel as I could on K’Tai fleet movement and dispositions.”


  “Then how the hell did you miss a fleet being assembled to invade Agate, then?” came a surly voice dripping with sarcasm from around the middle of the table. Del Mastro’s eyes focused in on the hard face of the army general, a wave of scarlet flushing her cheeks as her mouth opened then closed without a word, as she felt the familiar anger beginning to boil up inside her.


  “It’s all right, Commander, you have my permission to tell them. It is long past the time for secrets now. Well, some of them anyway,” said Helbrunn.


  Del Mastro turned her head to the admiral, ready to remind a woman who was so far above her rank that she may have well have been sitting at the right hand of God, that that piece of information was so classified that only a direct order from the head of the ONI would allow her to reveal it. Helbrunn got there first.


  “The officers in this room are all to be read in on Judy.” Helbrunn passed a secure data chip to Del Mastro who, to her credit, verified the order on her own data pad before extracting the chip and handing it back to Helbrunn.


  The mood in the room altered as the gathered senior officers watched silently at the exchange between the fleet commander and the lowly lieutenant commander. Like young children expectantly waiting to open their presents on Christmas morning, the assembled admirals and generals were virtually salivating at the prospect of learning something that no one else knew.


  Del Mastro looked down at the podium’s burnished metal top for a few seconds as she composed herself. Raising her eyes once more, she faced the assembled admirals and generals with steady, clear eyes. Her voice, when it came, was level and uncompromising. “Ladies and gentlemen. What I am about to tell you does not leave this room. It is my duty to remind you that revealing this information in any way is contrary to the Defense Security Act and carries a mandatory sentence of execution if found guilty.”


  If Del Mastro had not gotten the attention of those in the room before, then she most definitely had them now.


  “For the past nine months ONI has been receiving information from a highly placed asset within the K’Tai military, codename Judy...”


  The room erupted with noise as each admiral and general attempted to shout a question or made some incredulous comment. Del Mastro stood stock still at the podium as she was barraged by a wall of sound. The sound of a clenched fist banging on the conference table’s metal top was followed by a commanding voice rising above the clamor.


  “Enough!” The room descended into silence at Helbrunn’s order. The admiral eyed the room with an icy glare, daring anyone to disobey her. After a few moments, they settled themselves. Helbrunn addressed Del Mastro in a soft voice, fooling no one. “Please continue, Commander.”


  “To give you some context in which to assess the information provided by Judy, perhaps it I should explain how Judy first established contact with us.


  Under my guise as Assistant Defense Attaché, I attended several formal engagements during my tour at the embassy. One of those engagements was a reception for the outgoing League Ambassador. The affair was atypical for an embassy function, more dignitaries than you could shake a stick at sharing the usual mundane conversations.


  As was expected of me, I made small talk with my opposite numbers from the various embassies. As the party wound up, I was approached by a marine from the embassy security detail who informed me that the intruder alarm in the ONI office was activated. Marines had checked the outer door and it was secure, however, standing orders called for either myself or Captain Okon to open the office and ensure nothing had been tampered with.


  In recent weeks we had had several false alarms, so I was not overly concerned; nevertheless, procedure is procedure. I made my way to the office on the eighth floor of the embassy, a floor that can only be accessed by a single elevator and is guarded night and day by armed marines.


  The floor has no windows and every corridor and door is under constant electronic surveillance. The ONI office door is only be opened by a dual retinal and number code of the day system, a code known only to myself, Captain Okon and the two chief petty officers, both of whom were not in the building that night.


  The office door was secure, but upon entering I noticed that the light in Captain Okon’s personal office was on. I had been last to leave that day and I knew for a fact the light was switched off when I had left. Captain Okon is a stickler for procedure, and at the end of every working day we have a clear desk policy. Nothing of any classification is left out. Everything is returned to the office’s security cabinets. So, when I saw a data chip sitting slap bang in the middle of his desk, I knew something wasn’t right. I called for Captain Okon and upon his arrival, I retrieved a sterile handcomp from the secure cabinet and together we inserted the data chip into it.” For the first time, Del Mastro paused in her story and swept her gaze around the table. Every eye in the room was fixed on her, awaiting the climax of her tale. Despite herself, Del Mastro nervously swallowed before continuing. “The data chip contained the K’Tai deployment plans for a complete blockade of the Paral sector. The Imperium’s main source of Redlazore was now in the hands of the secessionists.”


  In the stunned silence that followed Del Mastro’s statement, you would have heard a pin drop. The room remained deathly still until a female voice, laden with venom, spoke from the far end of the table.


  “You knew those bastards had been cut off from their Redlazore supplies and you didn’t warn me?”


  Del Mastro eyes searched the table until she located the speaker. “Admiral Alderman. It was thought prudent by ONI to...” Alderman cut her off before she could go any further, and in the subdued light of the room Alderman’s face was full of anger, her muscles shaking as she stood, pointing an outstretched finger at Del Mastro accusingly.


  “Don’t you try to justify this by hiding behind the skirts of those politicians in uniform at ONI, Commander! If I had known that little gem of information, do you think I would have left Agate exposed? Damn it, I would have demanded half of Battle Fleet to come and sit on the planet.” Alderman’s taut voice echoed her inner anger. “What the hell where you thinking?”


  Del Mastro opened her mouth to rebut Alderman; however, she realized that she simply did not have an answer to the infuriated admiral’s question, so closed her mouth without a word.


  “In the commander’s defense, the decision to keep the information compartmentalized was made at the highest levels of ONI, Admiral Alderman.” The placating tone in Helbrunn’s voice was an attempt to calm the enraged Border Patrol commander. Alderman remained standing for another few seconds; her finger remained pointed accusingly at Del Mastro. After what seemed an age, the finger curled back into the fist and Alderman slowly retook her seat.


  Christina Helbrunn rose from her seat, Del Mastro stepping aside with a tangible sense of relief as the commander of Eighth Battle Fleet took the podium with a small wave toward a lieutenant with a gold and dark blue aiguillette on his left shoulder, signifying him as Helbrunn’s aide-de-camp, who moved around the table placing a secure data chip in front of each officer. “Contained on the data chip each of you is now receiving is the full, unredacted information that Judy has provided to ONI over the past months. It is obvious that the source is highly placed but does not have access to everything. Nevertheless, what they have managed to secure is startling and provides us with a window into the inner workings of the Imperium and I believe, with judicious use, we can turn this to our advantage.”


  Hungry eyes fell on the information held by the data chips as each was activated. A series of expletives randomly escaped from the general officers as the treasure trove of intelligence, that was Judy, was revealed to them. Helbrunn felt a satisfied smile tug at the corners of her lips as she remembered that same surprise as she had flicked through page after page of operational plans, ship and weapon schematics, force readiness evaluations and logistics statuses. In short, the information that Judy had provided was tantamount to Helbrunn and her staff having access to the same information as the K’Tai High Command itself. That realization had brought with it a darker thought, though. If Judy had this sort of access, then why had ONI not known about the impending invasion of Agate? In Helbrunn’s mind there were only two possible explanations. One, Judy was completely unaware of the planned invasion for some reason or, more worryingly, option two: the ONI had deliberately withheld knowledge of the planned invasion. Option two was a cause of deep concern to the admiral; Alderman may have called those in the upper echelons of ONI politicians in uniform during a pique of anger, but there was always a deep suspicion in the ranks of Battle Fleet that the Office of Naval Intelligence, at times, was prone to put its own agenda ahead of that of the navy. Judy was a phenomenal asset. The question was, how far would ONI go to protect that asset? With an internal shrug, Helbrunn chased away the lingering doubt. She had bigger problems to deal with and with every passing minute, the K’Tai around Agate would be busily reinforcing their defenses. She urgently needed to know what was deeper in system than the picket ships Alderman had left could tell her. Well, she reflected, this is what they pay me the big bucks for. Clearing her throat loud enough to be heard from across the room so that all heads turned toward her, she said, “Admiral Matheson, Admiral Alderman, Lieutenant Commander Del Mastro. Would you mind joining me for a moment, please?”


  Without waiting for a reply, Helbrunn turned and strode the few steps to a seemingly solid wall, which magically split apart to reveal a doorway into a smaller, more private office. Robert Matheson, with Alderman close behind and Del Mastro in the rear, followed Helbrunn through the entranceway and into Commander Eighth Fleet’s inner sanctum. Although Robert had been here before, his eyes still passed over everything in the room as if for the first time. To one side was a large, curved desk made of the same reflective material as the conference table in the larger room, in front of which sat three waiting seats. The desk was completely bare of any personal items such as images of family or friends. Instead there were neat piles of data chips, their various colors indicating each pile’s level of classification. The piles were of the same height and were perfectly in line with the desk’s front edge, an observation not lost on Robert. Admiral Helbrunn was a thinker. Everything had its place and there was a place for everything. Behind the desk was a large, comfortable leather high-backed chair, while the walls of the office were festooned with images of various vessels, ranging from an older model Jaguar interceptor to a sleek destroyer, its single mounted particle cannon jutting proudly from the bow. Then a frigate, a light cruiser, and so on, each vessel larger and more powerful than the last, each charting the command career of Admiral Christina Helbrunn.


  Helbrunn seated herself behind the desk and indicated for the still standing others to be seated. Once they had, Helbrunn lifted a single data chip from the piles in front of her and pushed it across to Robert with an outstretched finger.


  “Congratulations, Robert, to you falls the task of ensuring that my wolf pack idea succeeds.”


  Robert’s eyes lingered on the lone data chip. When Helbrunn had asked him and the others to join her in her office, Robert had suspected... no, hoped, that this would be the result; however, now that Helbrunn had spoken the words, his growing excitement was tempered by the encroaching responsibilities of the appointment. The thoughts of those responsibilities must have been obvious to Helbrunn, because a deep throated, very un-admiral-like chuckle came from her, catching Robert by surprise. When Robert looked up at her smiling face, he could see the twinkle in her eyes.


  “Oh, don’t look so worried Robert, I’m not going to throw you to the lions on your own.” With a nod toward Alderman, the admiral continued. “Louise knows the system inside out. It’s her Border Patrol ships that have done such a bang-up job keeping us up to date as best they can with what’s going on in the system while avoiding the K’Tai and, if you will excuse the phrase, Louise...” Helbrunn nodded toward the Border Patrol admiral. “That was a damned ballsy move, and the correct tactical one in my opinion, when faced with massively superior odds, to make the decision to withdraw knowing the political recriminations that you would almost certainly face.”


  “Thank you, Admiral,” mumbled Alderman gratefully.


  Helbrunn waved her thanks off with a dismissive hand before continuing. “Under my authority and pursuant to General Order Fourteen, I am appointing you as Robert’s second-in-command.”


  Louise Alderman’s jaw dropped open in shock. Appointing a Border Patrol officer to a command slot within Battle Fleet was unprecedented; in fact, Louise was not entirely sure it was legal. To her credit, Louise recovered her composure and closed her gaping mouth with an audible click. Louise glanced across at Robert; however, his impassive face failed to reveal his thoughts on Helbrunn’s statement. Not so Del Mastro, whose face was a picture reflecting the confusion running through her at this point as she struggled to understand her presence in the room. Helbrunn soon clarified it for her.


  “Lieutenant Commander Del Mastro. Consider yourself brevetted to Commander and assigned to Admiral Matheson as his personal ONI liaison with immediate effect.”


  Helbrunn returned her focus to Robert. “That data chip contains your orders and authorizes you to take your pick of any ship and crew in Eighth Fleet.” Helbrunn paused for a moment and when she spoke again her voice had taken on a low, vengeful tone. “Robert, build me a raiding force that can take the fight to the enemy. I want them bloodied, pained and, more importantly, so preoccupied with you that they leave Doberman alone. Buy me time, Robert. Time to gather my strength so I can take Eighth Fleet into Agate and kick their blue-skinned K’Tai ass out of our space!”


  A feral smile spread across Robert’s face and an evil glint was in his eyes. “Now that, Admiral. That I can do.”
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The Cabin
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  DAY EIGHT


  Jodee felt the brush of cold air touch her face, something was wrong. The cabin was well-sealed and in all the time that she had been coming here, she only felt a draft when someone left a window or door open... Forcing her body to remain still, she cracked open one eye and ever so slowly turned her head to the sight of the cabin door standing ajar, allowing the early morning sun to stream through. The rays of light were briefly broken by a dark shape stepping silently through the doorway before melting into the shadowy cabin interior.


  Jodee’s hand slithered out from under the blanket until her hand wrapped around the grip of her pistol. With forced patience she raised the barrel, her eyes now fully open as she hunted the room for the elusive shadow.


  Wooden boards squeaked on the veranda, the light from the rising sun blocked again as a second figure paused in the cabin’s door, as if unsure whether to enter or not.


  The pistol in Jodee’s hand centered on the outlined figure as she wondered how many more of them could be waiting outside. And where the hell was the one already in the room? If she fired on the one in the doorway, it would give away her position, so she would have to move quickly unless she wanted to be a sitting target. Jodee cursed her decision to relax the guard shifts that they had had in place since arriving at the cabin. Too late; now she had to deal with the immediate threat. She’d take out the one intruder she could see and hopefully the other one would do something to reveal his position.


  Centering the sight on the figure in the doorway she let out a breath, steadying her adrenalin charged muscles, her finger tightening on the trigger.


  A cold metallic muzzle pressed into the back of her neck.


  “If you even twitch it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”


  The harsh whisper left her in no doubt of its owner’s intention. The lingering shadow in the doorway had been a ruse to buy time for the first elusive shadow to scout out the room. Even with the muzzle pressed against her neck, she felt grudging respect for whoever had managed to navigate their way around a pitch black, unfamiliar room, find her, and get close enough to put a gun to her head without her hearing a thing. Dad would be disappointed.


  With exaggerated movements, she removed her finger from the trigger, raising her gun hand up so her captor could relieve her of the weapon.


  The muzzle nudged her neck.


  “How many more of you in my cabin and where are they?”


  “It’s not your cabin, scumbag, it’s my dad’s, and you can go play with yourself if you think I’m going to tell you squat!”


  From behind her she sensed more than felt the intruder pause, for the first time apparently uncertain. Jodee sprang into action. Spinning in place, she sent a straight-arm punch in the ghost’s direction. The punch connected with something solid and she heard the sharp exhalation of breath. Without pause, she lunged for the rifle propped against the stone fireplace. Two steps and the rifle was in her hands, she thumbed off the safety and prepared to send a hail of Teflon-coated needles in the general direction of the intruder.


  “Jodee?” came a strangled voice in disbelief.


  The thumping of blood in her ears as her heart raced almost blocked out her name... almost. How could the intruder know her name? Her finger paused in the motion of pulling the rifle’s trigger.


  The room burst into stark relief as the main lights came on. Jacob stood in the entrance to the corridor leading to the bedrooms. His old-style scatter gun centered on the first intruder, whose pistol now dangled from limp arms. Over the sights of her rifle, Jodee observed face of the man she was about to kill. Her racing heart skipped a beat and tears welled in her eyes. The rifle clattered to the floor as she raced into his waiting arms, burying her head in his chest, feeling his strong arms wrap around her.


  Jacob was completely confused by the sudden turnaround of events. He shifted his aim to the second figure still highlighted in the cabin door and noticed that the ugly-looking carbine in his hands was still loosely pointed in Jacob's direction.


  Before Jacob could ask what was going on, he was knocked to one side by the sprinting Chris, who barreled past him and launched himself like a missile, arms spread wide, at the dark figure holding his sister.


  Any question of the intruder’s identity was answered for Jacob at the sight of Jodee and Chris holding on to the man for all they were worth. Jacob saw children in the arms of their father. Lowering the scatter gun, Jacob called across to the still unidentified man.


  “Morning. Name’s Jacob. Fancy a coffee?”


  A tired smile creased Kyle Henderson’s face. “Kyle Henderson, and coffee sounds great.”


  At the sound of Kyle’s voice, Jodee’s head came up so fast Jacob was surprised it didn’t snap right off. With an excited shriek, she broke free of her father and bounded toward Kyle. To the amazement of everybody and, by the look on his face, the utter shock of her father, she jumped on Kyle, encircling his neck with her long arms, legs wrapping around his waist, locking her lips to his. The shocked look on her father’s face was replaced by one of confusion as Kyle returned her passionate kiss. Jacob saw the scowl forming and the telltale signs of muscles tensing.


  Oh oh. To Jacob it seemed obvious that Jodee and Kyle had kept a little secret from Jodee’s father, and it didn’t look like he was best pleased.


  A burst of laughter from Chris filled the room and his father looked at him as his anger momentarily stayed. Through the peals of laughter Chris struggled to speak.


  “You really didn’t know... You... The master of observation... Now that’s funny.”


  Dave looked from his laughing son to his daughter, her blinding smile and the tears running down her cheeks matched by the stupid grin on Kyle’s face as he held Jodee.


  Dave felt his head swivel back and forward and his anger subsided as his memory dredged up the past. Kyle and Jodee had been inseparable ever since Kyle had first started joining them on family holidays years ago. Dave had put it down to simple childhood friendship but now, seeing the two of them like this, it was patently obvious that friendship had blossomed into something else and he had missed it.


  The scowl returned as he wondered if Sue had also been duped. His scowl deepened. More likely she had been a willing agent in keeping their relationship from him. Prying Chris’ arms from their vice-like grip, he delved into his son’s damp eyes and gave him a reassuring smile. “So, you maybe want to go get your mother and she can explain what the hell is going on here?”


  The burgeoning tears that Chris fought to hold back slowly rolled down his cheeks. “Mom’s not here, Dad. We got split up at the mine. We don’t know where she is.”


  Dave stared blankly at his son’s ashen, tear-streaked face while his mind reeled in shock. The joy of being reunited with his family fled from him as he realized he might never see the love of his life again.


  #
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  THE SUN HAD RISEN FULLY now and its warm rays bathed the front porch of the cabin. The odd, high-pitched calls of the indigenous birds echoed through the trees. Off to one side came the burbling sounds of the stream hidden from view by a low rise of moss and grass. Jacob stood in the cabin’s doorway, the ungainly tri-barrel slung over his right shoulder, a mug of coffee in each hand, in two minds whether he should approach the hunched form of Dave sitting motionless on the decks steps. Dave made the decision for him.


  “If that’s coffee you’ve got there, then I could sure do with a mug.”


  Jacob took the couple of steps that placed him beside Dave, passing the steaming mug to him.


  “Thanks, Jacob.”


  “No need. I was getting one for myself anyway.”


  “Not for the coffee, Jacob. For looking after Jodee and Chris.”


  Jacob let out an unexpected deep throated chuckle. “Me look after them? Try the other way around, Dave. I’m a farmer who inherited two young kids who headed into the hills with no real plan of what to do when I got there. I could have lasted a month, maybe a little bit more before my supplies ran out and I was forced to head back into town, and God knows how that would have ended.” Jacob took a sip of his coffee and enjoyed the feeling of the sun warming his face for a moment before he continued. “Jodee and Chris, though. They had a plan. They had hope. They knew when they reached this cabin, they would be safe, because that’s what their mom and dad told them. They knew that it was only a matter of time before you got here, because their mom had told them so, and...here you are.”


  Dave rubbed at the back of his neck, refusing to make eye contact with Jacob; he couldn’t let the man see the loss he felt. His thick voice, though, betrayed him. “Yeah. Here I am.”


  “Now the Kyle thing. That was a surprise,” said Jacob to lighten the conversation.


  Dave nearly choked as he tried to laugh with a mouthful of steaming hot coffee, which ended up being sprayed out on the grass at his feet. “Isn’t that the truth,” he managed to say. The smile on his face faded as his thoughts turned once more to Sue.


  As the two men lapsed into silence once more, Jacob felt the somber mood return, hanging over them like a thick fog. Jacob had experienced similar feelings as he had sat in that rickety chair, ignoring the twins as he had kept his lonely vigil, thinking of his wife, Laura, and Jacob Junior. The need for revenge still burned deep within him. The open wounds of his loss were not going to heal for a long time. The difference between Dave and himself was that his wife and child were dead at the hand of the K’Tai. The fate of Sue, on the other hand, was still to be revealed. Jacob looked upon the hunched figure of Dave, wisps of steam still rising from the forgotten coffee mug.


  “So, what do we do now, Dave?”


  Dave didn’t answer immediately. He was immersed in memories of the late-night discussions he and Sue had had while considering the myriad of scenarios that would lead them to seeking sanctuary in the cabin, a cabin paid for by old man Henderson with no expense spared. There was a miniature fusion reactor encased in Molonov, buried deep below the cabin, that would supply more power than they could ever possibly need. The basement was lined with freezers full to the brim with food, with even more dry rations piled high on shelves around the walls. A borehole had been drilled so fresh water could be pumped from the water table. The walls and roof of the cabin might appear to be constructed from native wood, but appearances were deceiving. If you looked closely enough, you might just notice that the walls were slightly thicker than the logs should be. That would be the sheet of armored plasteel sandwiched between the wood. To top it all off, the lacquer used on the outside walls and roof shingles was a made-to-order compound of traditional lacquer and specially blended Molonov, making the cabin structure impenetrable to most sensors unless you were right on top of it. Besides which, Dave and Sue had added a few extra twists of their own that their benefactor, Maddix Henderson, had no inkling of.


  Dave had one option, his resolve hardened.


  “We stay here and wait.”
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The Mountain Retreat
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  DAY NINE


  A gentle nudging of her shoulder brought Colonel Reynolds back to the land of the living from the exhausted slumber that had seen her crawl into her thermal sleeping sack in the small hours. Reynolds cracked one heavy eye open and the figure of Sergeant Major Ola Turay swam into view. The first wafts of hot, freshly brewed coffee reaching her nose helped kick her brain into gear.


  “You, Sergeant Major, are a life saver.” Reynolds sat upright on the low cot, her feet finding and slipping into her boots of their own accord, left arm reaching out to brush against the reassuring composite stock of her M89 propped up against the wall by her head before accepting the proffered coffee.


  The Sergeant Major let out a small grunt of acknowledgment at her colonel’s appreciation and waited until she had had a first sip of the scalding hot liquid before she stated the reason for waking the exhausted colonel.


  “Our guest is awake, but she’s not saying much.”


  Reynolds nodded her head in reply, savoring the last dregs of the coffee, which was becoming a scarcer treat as the days went by and the marines ate into their meager fresh rations; another week and it would be K rations or nothing. Reynolds’ stomach turned at the thought of having to survive for any longer than was absolutely necessary on the dehydrated K rations, but beggars could not be choosers.


  Standing, Reynolds passed the now empty mug back to the Sergeant Major. Reaching down, Reynolds picked up and slipped on the jacket that she had been using as a pillow before hoisting her rifle and slinging it over a shoulder.


  “Well, let’s go and see what our mysterious visitor has to say for herself, shall we?”


  The dim artificial light emanating from the chem lights stuffed into cracks in the roof and walls cast strange shadows across the interior of the cave system that the marines of 182nd Battalion grandly called the Tactical Operations Center or TOC. Even at the height of summer, the higher reaches of the Scrabby Mountains kept their pristine white snow caps. At this altitude, the air was just thinning out enough that it was noticeable and everything took just that little more effort than at sea level. More than one marine had succumbed to altitude sickness while carrying out the program of mountain warfare training that Reynolds and her staff had put together prior to the K’Tai invasion. The disorienting effects left them, in military parlance, combat ineffective, a polite term for being left gasping for breath, prone to excruciating headaches and lethargy.


  With the arrival of the K’Tai, a mountain top may not have seemed like the obvious place to make your headquarters, but this area of the Scrabby Mountains had more to offer than stunning views. This entire stretch of the mountain range held large deposits of Molonov, a mineral which had the most horrible effect on sensors of all descriptions, making it a perfect place to hide. The only way anyone was going to find Reynolds and her marines in these hills was to put boots on the ground and do an inch-by-inch search. Reynolds was willing to bet that the K’Tai had nowhere near the manpower to clear the areas they had occupied, never mind an entire mountain range. Well, she hoped so, anyway.


  Making her way along the tunnel, she was forced to duck her head to miss the odd protruding rock. The marine section that had discovered the cave system had done so in the middle of a wild blizzard, and had been forced to take shelter in it for two days, during which time, probably from boredom, they had done some exploring, finding that the caves and the tunnels linking them seemed endless. One of her staff had studied geology prior to joining up and he had reasoned that the system had been formed during a particularly violent series of volcanic explosions and the tunnels were in fact the remains of lava tubes, which had once provided a natural conduit for flowing lava moving beneath the hardened surface of a lava flow, draining the molten rock from a volcano during an eruption. Whatever had been the cause of their existence, Reynolds was grateful for it as it now provided her and her headquarters company a secure base of operations while the remainder of the battalion were spread throughout the vast forested area between the crescent-shaped mountain range and the sea.


  Taking a left, Reynolds and the Sergeant Major entered a dimly lit cave that held a small number of cots, all but one being empty. In the lone occupied cot was a lithe female form that was ignoring the ministrations of a uniformed marine and trying, unsuccessfully, to stand. As her legs buckled under her, the marine scooped her up in his large arms and laid her back on the cot while speaking to her in a rather exasperated tone.


  “Now, I told you not to try that again. The head injury had me worried for a bit but the bone weaver has repaired the fracture and the medical nanites sorted out the internal bleed. You were lucky those marines had some Disavol with them. Let the meds do their work for another couple of days and you should be right as rain, OK?”


  The look of disgust on the woman’s face told Reynolds what she thought of the idea of spending more time on her back. Before the tardy patient could say anything, Reynolds intervened.


  “Hey Doc, how’s the patient today? I see she’s awake, at least.”


  Realizing that Reynolds was behind him, Corporal ‘Doc’ Savage turned and braced to attention before answering. “Awake and determined to leave, despite still healing from three fractured ribs, multiple contusions and...” Savage gave his patient a withering glance. “A head wound that has forced me to keep her sedated for the last nine days...”


  “Nine days! You never told me I had been out for nine days. I have to get out of here!” cried the woman, pushing herself up once more.


  Ignoring his colonel, Savage spun on his patient, one large hand reaching out to halt her attempt to rise. His hand only met fresh air as, despite her obvious injuries, the woman slipped to one side, her hand looking pitifully small as her thumb slipped easily behind the corporal’s, fingers hooking across the fleshy part of his palm and pushing backward with a small twist, the corporal’s own downward momentum carrying him forward and around to land square on his back. The woman reversed her own grip; the throw she had just executed on the unprepared marine now becoming a wrist lock being applied with the minimum of effort on the woman’s part. Savage tried to stand but the woman raised her hand just a touch and pain shot through his wrist as the joint moved past its natural range of movement.


  Reynolds watched in stunned disbelief as a woman, weighing no more than fifty-seven kilograms, easily floored a combat marine at least twice her weight. Sergeant Major Turay, however, was much less impressed, and the slick sound of a pistol leaving a thigh holster came from the entrance way to the cave. The incredulity of the situation dawned on Reynolds; Savage was still flat on his back, doing his best impression of a ridiculous statue, as he feared a single move would end in his wrist being dislocated by a woman who was still not sitting completely upright on a cot, dressed in a t-shirt and shorts. It was too much for Reynolds and she let out a howl of laughter which turned every head in the space toward her. Managing to gain control of herself, the colonel held up both hands in a supplicating gesture as she took a step toward the ridiculous pair.


  “Perhaps we should start again. Let me introduce myself. Colonel Reynolds, commanding officer, 182nd Marine Battalion.”


  The eyes in the pale face of the woman on the bed seemed to sparkle as she released her grip on Savage, who skittered away from the cot massaging his aching wrist. The woman stuck the same hand out to Reynolds, who took it and shook it warily.


  “Sue Carter. School teacher.”


  Reynolds’ eyebrow shot up in disbelief, her next words coming out with none too well-hidden sarcasm. “And just what do you teach, Miss Carter?”


  The twinkle in her eyes only got brighter as Sue answered in a deadpan voice. “It’s Mrs. Carter, actually, but you can call me Sue. Part of my syllabus is conflict resolution.”


  A single eyebrow raised in skepticism as Reynolds processed Sue’s answer. From the entranceway, a snort of derision emanated from Turay. Doc kept any comment he may have made to himself as he silently massaged his aching wrist.


  “Well, it seems that I owe you a debt of thanks, Mrs. Carter.”


  Sue held up a hand to interrupt Reynolds, whose mouth paused half open, unaccustomed to being interrupted by anyone, never mind a civilian. “Please, call me Sue, only the kids at school call me Mrs. Carter and it always has the effect of making me feel old.”


  Reynolds fixed her best diplomatic smile on her face as she continued. “Very well, Sue it is. Perhaps you could tell me how you managed, being a school teacher and all, to wipe out a group of highly trained K’Tai soldiers, with one of their own pulse rifles no less, wherever might you have procured that from? Before engaging and helping to destroy an enemy drone and saving the life of one of my officers in the process?”


  Sue’s eyes regarded the colonel of marines for a few moments before she shrugged her shoulders. “Luck.”


  Reynolds felt her jaw drop open before her face took on a pinched expression, arms folding in front of her. Behind her, in a stage whisper, she heard Turay say, “Bullshit!”—a sentiment that Reynolds herself completely agreed with. Forcing down her own urge to explore the incident in more detail, Reynolds decided that perhaps now was not the time to push the issue of the woman’s obvious martial skills and move on.


  “Well, luck or not, you still have my gratitude and I’m sure in the coming weeks we will have plenty of time to discuss your... luck.”


  Reynolds could hardly fail to notice Sue’s eyes narrowing, arms dropping loose by her sides, feet spreading further apart as body weight was perfectly balanced. The convivial, non-threatening mask fell away to reveal a more animal-like, feral character that caused the marine colonel to take an uncertain step backwards.


  Turay saw it also, and she was in doubt as to what to do. The PIN pistol was up and aiming unwaveringly at Sue. “I strongly suggest you consider your next move very carefully, school teacher.” The sergeant major’s toneless command left no doubt to her sincerity.


  Turay’s actions had given Reynolds the necessary seconds to recover from the sight of Sue’s mask slipping away, giving Reynolds a brief glimpse of the controlled violence hidden inside. Stepping to one side, Reynolds cleared the line of fire, eyes never leaving the t-shirt and shorts-clad woman on the camp cot who sat perfectly still; only her eyes flicking from the colonel to the pistol-wielding Turay to the incredulous faced Doc gave even the barest hint to what was going on in Sue’s head. My God, she thinks she can take all three of us!


  The sound of a commotion in the corridor outside the sick bay heralded the arrival of two heavily-armed marines. Entering the room, their eyes went wide as they were confronted by the sight of one marine on the floor, their colonel backing up against a wall, and their sergeant major’s pistol leveled at a slight female figure perched on the edge of a cot. Training took hold and they followed Turay’s lead, two M89s joining the pistol aimed at Sue.


  To Reynolds’ relief, the cheeky smile returned to Sue’s lips. “All this attention for little old me,” she said innocently, as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.


  Reynolds needed to get control of this situation before it escalated further. “Mrs. Carter... Sue. I’m responsible for a battalion of marines spread over God knows how many square kilometers. The K’Tai might think they got us all when they destroyed Fort Sheridan, but I can’t afford to bet my marines' lives on that. My plan is for us to hunker down until I think it’s safe for us to stick our heads back up and start sticking it to the K’Tai. That means that no one...” Reynolds pointedly held Sue’s gaze. “No one leaves here until I say so.”


  “But I’m a civilian!” Sue protested. “I have a family that needs me! What right do you have to hold me here against my will?”


  Reynolds pursed her lips; she wanted to dismiss Sue’s argument out of hand, but the school teacher was right. Governor Vandenberg had never implemented martial law, so in theory Sue could just stand up and walk out whenever she felt like it, possibly compromising the whole base. Reynolds’ mind raced to find a solution and the one she came up with escaped her lips before she thought better of it.


  “Under the Defense Security Act, Article fifty-eight, Sub-paragraph two, you are hereby conscripted into the League Marine Corps for the duration of the current emergency.”


  Sue felt a wave of disorientation sweep over her. Conscripted! You have got to be joking! The confused look on Sue’s face only emboldened Reynolds, who saw the opportunity to push her advantage and took it. “Welcome to the marines, Marine Carter. You are confined to sick bay until further orders. Any attempt to leave will be treated as desertion. In wartime desertion is punishable by summary execution.” Reynolds spun on her heel and marched out of the sick bay, Turay hot on her heels.


  The sergeant major managed to hold it together until they were out of earshot of the sick bay and the still stunned Sue, before the largest grin Reynolds had ever seen the career soldier display spread across her face. “Defense Security Act, Article Fifty-Eight refers to the safe disposal of raw sewage.”


  Reynolds did not slow her pace as she replied in a deadpan voice. “Best I could come up with on the spot. Let’s keep that minor detail our little secret, shall we, Sergeant Major?”


  “Just do me a favor and give me a chance to get out of this solar system before you tell Marine Carter that she isn’t actually a marine, will you? A school teacher that woman ain't, and the way she moves, she has received some serious training.”


  “Roger that, Sergeant Major.” The pair continued to walk on in silence, Reynolds mulling over Turay’s observations. Whatever Sue Carter was, Reynolds had little doubt that she was as lethal as they came and that was something Reynolds would need in the fight against the K’Tai.
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  DAY FIFTEEN


  A small tremor indicated the successful docking of Graceful Dancer. The inner airlock door receded soundlessly before the heavier outer door slid aside with the gentle hiss of hydraulics. As the thick door settled into its recess, the captain of the private yacht stepped to one side wordlessly to allow his employer, Maddix Henderson, and his private secretary, Margaret Finlay, to step past him, crossing the thin red line on the docking bay’s floor which indicated that the aging man was now officially aboard Fleet Naval Station Normandy. Standing ready to greet the shipping magnate was a ludicrously young-looking ensign. The ensign’s deep blue uniform was spotless and the shine from his black polished shoes was enough to blind. Stepping forward with a welcoming smile, the young man thrust out his hand to Maddix, who blatantly ignored it, leaving the outstretched hand hanging in midair. The ensign, apparently unfazed by Maddix’s slight, dropped his arm and introduced himself.


  “Welcome to Normandy, Mr. Maddix. I trust your journey here was not too fatiguing. My name is Ensign Handley and...”


  “Where is Admiral Helbrunn, young man?” demanded Maddix, cutting Handley off to the consternation of the naval officer.


  “Eh... The admiral regrets not meeting you personally, Mr. Maddix. As you can imagine. the current situation in the Agate system...”


  Maddix fixed the man with cold, steely eyes, voice barely above a whisper. “You mean the invasion.”


  A line of sweat broke out on Handley’s forehead. This was meant to be a simple meet and greet. Escort some rich guy whose only concern was his undoubtedly substantial assets on Agate to the guest quarters and then pass him off to the Public Relations staff. Instead, it was going to hell in a handbasket faster than he could keep up with. Clearing his throat to stall while his mind tried desperately to think of something to placate Maddix, he was thrown another curve ball as the equally elderly woman accompanying Maddix stepped forward, a data chip sitting in her open palm. Handley plucked the innocuous looking piece of plastic and metal from her open hand and slipped it into his data slate. With a subdued beep, the slate acknowledged the successful electronic handshake and began to read the information held on the data chip, displaying the contents obligingly on the crystal-clear display. From his position in the airlock the yacht’s captain failed miserably to suppress a chuckle as Handley’s face went ashen and his mouth dropped open. Maddix’s impassive expression implied that he had apparently failed to hear the stifled chuckle; Margaret Finlay, however, swiveled her head in the captain’s direction, and with a flashing glance to ensure the stunned ensign was still engrossed with the information scrolling down his slate, she gave the yacht’s captain a conspiratorial wink. That was just too much for the captain, who was forced to bow his head and duck around the edge of the airlock’s frame, hand going to his mouth to cover the sound of his laughter at the ensign’s predicament.


  Deciding that he had been delayed enough by naval red tape, Maddix Henderson took matters into his own hands, deftly stepping around Ensign Handley and heading for the station’s inter car. With a loud clearing of her throat, Margaret Finlay managed to drag Handley’s eyes from the slate; with a perfectly manicured finger she pointed at the receding back of her boss. Handley did a quick double take as he realized one of his charges was about to disappear into the bowels of the expansive station. Margaret made a shooing motion with both hands, which was enough for Handley to set off like a startled deer, calling the older man’s name. With a resigned sigh Margaret headed off after him, ignoring the sounds of muffled laughter coming from the yacht’s airlock. It was refreshing to hear a little joviality from the crew; the past few days had been nearly too much to bear. She had been a confidante of Maddix Henderson for over half a century and could recall starkly the two occasions her boss and friend had shown such signs of worry.


  The first had been two decades ago with the loss of his only son and his wife in a boating accident while on a surprise holiday that Maddix had arranged. The guilt which consumed Maddix took him to a dark place that even Margaret had found hard to reach him in. If not for the presence of Kyle, grandson and now sole heir to Maddix, Margaret had feared that she would have lost her oldest friend completely.


  Kyle had been barely a year old when his parents had died, and was being cared for by Maddix and his wife, Marlee, at the time of the accident. After a week locked away in his private study, refusing to see a living soul, Marlee had ignored Maddix’s demands to be left alone. Carrying the infant Kyle into the room, Marlee deposited the child on Maddix’s lap, reminding the grieving man in no uncertain terms that he was not the only victim of this tragedy.


  The second had come a scant two years later. The seizing of the cruise liner Queen of the Stars by pirates was ended by the unexpected intervention of two extraordinary individuals, who had acted decisively when the local governor had refused to meet the pirates’ ransom demands; so, the pirates selected two members of the crew, the liner’s purser and an engineering crewman, along with a woman traveling with a child, as examples of their resolve. The pirates forced the two crewmen and the screaming woman into an airlock as the crying child lay on the cold deck at a pirate’s feet while he spaced them. Unknown to the pirates, the woman had been Marlee Henderson, en route with the infant Kyle from Earth to the company’s new headquarters on Tarin. The bodies were never recovered.


  Now, though, the K’Tai invasion of Agate had brought the unfortunate specter that, once more, tragedy might overshadow the Henderson family.


  The arrival of the inter car broke into Margaret’s melancholy. Ensign Handley ushered his two charges into the empty car and into waiting seats, before entering his override authorization which would take the car nonstop to its destination, the level which held Admiral Helbrunn’s office. Seating himself opposite Maddix and Margaret, he looked briefly once more at the information on his data slate and the prominent seal of the office of the League Secretary General hovering majestically above it all.


  #
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  “IT APPEARS THAT YOU have some powerful friends, Mr. Henderson. However, I don’t take my orders from the Secretary General’s office. I take my orders from High Command, so I am at a loss as to what you expect from me.” Admiral Christina Helbrunn eyed the man sitting opposite her with growing impatience. Who did Maddix Henderson think he was? He might have a letter signed by the Secretary General himself, requesting that all facets of the League provide ‘all possible assistance’ to the bearer, but her interpretation of ‘assistance’ did not extend to briefing him in on confidential military operations.


  Maddix’s reply was not what she expected. “And the High Command work for the Secretary General. Quite simply, Admiral, I demand to know what you are doing to remove the K’Tai from Agate and secure the safety of the civilian population.”


  Helbrunn exploded out of her seat, face flushing red as she leaned into the space between herself and Maddix. “You demand! How dare you waltz on to my station, flaunting a letter which you obviously believe will have us poor military types bending over backward to comply, before making ludicrous demands? I strongly suggest you take your expensive suit...” Helbrunn waved a hand at the patiently waiting Margaret. “And your lackey here and get the hell out of my office before I have a couple of marines do it for you.”


  With surprising speed for a man of his age, Maddix rose from his seat until he was nose to nose with Helbrunn. His mouth opened to say something when a firm hand grasped him by the shoulder and pulled him back.


  “Perhaps we should lower the temperature a fraction,” said Margaret in a gentle, conciliatory tone. Helbrunn didn’t fail to notice that the look she gave Maddix implied that the suggestion was more an order, and one he followed without protest, regaining his seat with a loud harrumph.


  “Admiral, if I may explain our reason for coming here?” continued Margaret in the same placating voice.


  Helbrunn pressed her lips together, the adrenalin surge through her tensed muscles was fading. She eyed the now sitting Maddix, who refused to meet her gaze, choosing instead to stare at the deep piled carpet. White-knuckled fingers gripped the arms of his seat. Helbrunn realized that there was more going here than a company boss worried about investments. Temper cooling, she found herself strangely intrigued and wanting to know more. Sitting, she straightened her uniform blouse, nodding her assent to Margaret.


  “Thank you, Admiral. As you can imagine, Henderson Shipping has significant assets within the Agate system. Bulk freighters, orbital facilities, and offices, to name but a few. These assets represent, conservatively, billions of credits, and their loss would be a major blow to the company—but something that we, as a company, would recover from. What the company, Mr. Henderson, and myself, would not recover from is the loss of Kyle Henderson. That’s Mr. Henderson’s grandson and heir to Henderson Shipping...”


  “Now hold on, Ms. Finlay,” interrupted Helbrunn. “I cannot and will not make military decisions based on the safety of a single individual. There are eight million humans in the Agate system and no matter how much money and influence they have, each one is as important to me as the next.”


  “As it should be, Admiral, as it should be. The importance of Kyle to Mr. Henderson cannot be overstated so we, shall we say, took steps to ensure his safety in the event of something untoward happening in Agate. Admittedly a full-on K’Tai invasion was something that even you could not foresee.”


  Helbrunn had to bite her tongue. Implied or not, it was her fault that she hadn’t recognized the signs that the K’Tai had planned to occupy Agate.


  “It is our belief that the steps that we took may be of assistance to you in any future planning.” Margaret produced a state of the art security container from the small valise she had been carrying. The container, no larger than a small purse, dutifully popped open as it detected Margaret’s DNA signature. Reaching inside, Margaret retrieved a data chip and passed it to Helbrunn, who accepted it, slipping it into the reader on her desk. Immediately the display blinked red and a twenty-second countdown clock appeared. Nineteen...eighteen...seventeen... If Helbrunn didn’t enter her classified access code by the time the countdown reached zero, the information on the data chip would automatically erase and the chip itself would be turned into slag by the embedded nanites.


  Helbrunn was surprised at being handed a piece of Zeta-encrypted material. The highest classification in the League would have to wait as her fingers flew over her desk’s inbuilt keyboard as she entered her codeword clearance. The smart desk hummed to itself as it compared the access code Helbrunn had entered with the one held on file by the station’s central computer. All the time, the countdown clock was remorselessly heading for zero.


  With two seconds remaining, the blinking red screen was replaced by the icon for a single file. Helbrunn looked from the display to Margaret’s veiled, inscrutable face. Maddix Henderson regarded her with a look that was more doleful. Returning her attention to the hovering icon, Helbrunn tapped it with a finger, and it opened to reveal two personnel and one data file. Both personnel files were bordered in red, indicating that they would require further codeword clearance before they could be opened. Helbrunn’s interest had been piqued and she hurriedly entered the codes to access the files. Once opened the admiral began to read, brow furrowing as she tried to assimilate the information. Every few paragraphs she would tear her eyes away and focus on the two civilians, who sat silent and unmoving in their seats. With a shake of her head in disbelief, Helbrunn continued to read. Now and then a choice expletive would slip from her lips. The silence in the room stretched on as the admiral read the personnel files twice to make sure she hadn’t missed anything before she moved on to the data file. Its contents got another string of similar expletives. Finished, Helbrunn closed the display and regarded Henderson and his companion in a new light, marshalling her thoughts before she spoke.


  “These... er... assets are... formidable, Mr. Henderson. And what exactly do you want in return for making them available to us?”


  Maddix Henderson leaned forward in his seat, voice shaking slightly. “Locate Kyle and get him off planet at the first opportunity.”


  “That’s a big ask, Mr. Henderson,” replied Helbrunn, looking deep into Henderson’s pleading eyes, seeing the desperation in the man’s soul. “However, these assets you offer may be invaluable to our future operations on the planet’s surface and if, and it’s a big if, your grandson can be located and retrieved with, and I emphasize this so there is no misunderstanding between us, no undue effect on military operations, then I believe we have an understanding.”


  Maddix Henderson felt the heavy weight that had been pressing down on him ever since hearing of the K’Tai invasion of Agate lift ever so slightly. “Thank you, Admiral Helbrunn. I appreciate your candor. Now if there is nothing further, we shall return to my yacht and await developments.” Standing, he held out his hand to Helbrunn, who stood and shook it warmly.


  “We can make quarters available on the station for the duration of your stay, Mr. Henderson, if that would suit you better?”


  For the first time, a small smile broke through Maddix Henderson’s somber face. “I spend so much time on Graceful Dancer these days that she has become something of a second home to me.”


  Helbrunn gave him an understanding smile. Sitting in the expansive luxury of her own quarters on the Normandy, she at times wistfully found herself wishing she could be back in the cramped spartan quarters of her own first command, a small, underpowered, underarmed intra-system gunboat. It might be a relic compared to the massed ships that she commanded today but, well, you never forgot your first command. Touching a control on her smart desk brought Ensign Handley into the room like a puppy eager to please its master.


  “Ensign. Please escort Mr. Henderson and Ms. Finlay back to their ship and inform the Dock Master that the ship will be remaining here for the foreseeable future.”


  A snapped salute was accompanied with an, “Aye aye, ma’am.”


  With her guests on their way back to their yacht, Helbrunn tapped a wrist comm code into her desk. After a couple of seconds, the image of Robert Matheson hung in the air above the desk. “Would you be so good as to round up Commander Del Mastro and join me in my office, Robert? I’ve had an offer I’d like both your inputs on.”
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  DAY TWENTY-FIVE


  The fabric of space itself heaved and split apart as the eight heavy cruisers, ten light cruisers and two fast attack carriers of Rear Admiral Robert Matheson’s Raiding Force Scorpio re-entered normal space. LPN Cheetah’s ship’s systems raced to reconfigure themselves after the destabilizing shock of transition back into normal space. Even after thirty years serving aboard ship, Matheson still suffered just as much from transition as the rawest sailor. He had just learned to ignore the flip-flops his inner ear performed as he waited for his ship’s sensor suites to come back online. For all he knew, the entire force could have transitioned slap bang in the middle of the K’Tai battle fleet. A wry smile formed on his lips; well, at least my death would be quick.


  “Sensors coming back up, Admiral ... The force is in clean.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Anders. Please inform Kraken and Bremen that they may launch when ready.”


  From the two fast attack carriers, a flight of four sleek Lancer fighters surged from their launch bays while a slower, heavier Cyclops electronic warfare bird launched from the main deck. The Lancers formed up on the Cyclops, with one group pushing ahead of the raiding force, call sign Spear Zero One. They would be Scorpio’s eyes and ears, while the second Cyclops and its escort headed sunward. To the pilots and crews of call sign Shield Zero Two went a more dangerous, if far less glamorous, task. Robert had no doubt the K’Tai would eventually become aware of his presence in the Agate system, especially given that his orders were to cause as much destruction and mayhem as he could. What he desperately needed to know was how quickly the K’Tai could react and what forces they might bring to bear. Shield Zero Two would get as close to Agate as possible while remaining undetected. When the K’Tai reacted to Scorpio’s presence, the monitoring equipment on the Cyclops would record every scrap of information about the enemy ships that it could. Drive signatures, shield harmonics, weapons output, communications methods. Anything the K’Tai let slip would be of unquestionable value, if not now, then when the push to free the system came. Robert had no doubt Admiral Helbrunn was determined to free Agate and its human inhabitants. Before Scorpio had left Doberman, he had witnessed for himself the arrival of the first heavy units, a squadron of Mars-class heavy cruisers, their drive shafts emitting the tell-tale strain signatures of being pushed to the maximum during their head-long dash from Arata to Doberman. Helbrunn’s working theory was that the K’Tai had no intention of extending the conflict beyond Agate; however, once Matheson and Scorpio began offensive operations, there was no guarantee the K’Tai wouldn’t launch an attack on Doberman.


  “Bremen reports she’s ready to launch the package on your order, Admiral.”


  “Very well, inform Bremen to launch the package,” replied Robert, - turning to the tactical display covering one entire wall of the flag bridge. The ‘package,’ as they so clinically called the lives of their pilots and the soldiers that comprised their cargo, appeared on the tactical display for a few seconds before disappearing as if it had never existed. Damn, that thing is small, thought Robert.


  A fresh icon began blinking in the display. Initially the yellow of an unidentified vessel, it changed to a solid red. “Contact!” called Anders from his station at Tactical. “Spear Zero One have picked up what the computers are identifying as a K’Tai merchantman. A bulk ore carrier at one-three-seven mark twenty-eight. Range 980,000 kilometers. She’s still within the Harbridge Zone. No indication she’s detected Spear Zero One or the task force yet.”


  Robert contemplated the red icon in the tactical display while he weighed up his options. A merchie would have to run over the fighters of Spear Zero One to even know they were there, if its sensors are as poor as those on a League freighter. Each Lancer is equipped with six anti-ship missiles, any one of which will easily be enough to penetrate whatever shields the merchie has and destroy it. On the other hand, Matheson perversely wanted the K’Tai to come looking for him, and what wouldn’t have the K’Tai warships throughout the system headed in his direction than a merchie captain screaming for help?


  “Force-wide order. All ships to raise shields and go active on all sensors. Instruct Kraken to launch a second flight of Lancers. I want that ship disabled, not destroyed. Let’s see how loud our merchantman can shout, shall we?”
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  THE BRIDGE OF THE FLEET carrier Walak was a hive of activity as Lord Harvik strode past the armsman, immaculately dressed in the maroon colors of House Jal, guarding the entrance. Harvik’s personal bodyman, Ralan, gave the armsman a curt nod out of professional courtesy in passing. After all, years before, Ralan had stood post just as the young armsman was doing now. The route to becoming the bodyman to any House Lord, especially one as influential and respected as House Jal, took decades of unswerving loyalty and training.


  “Report!” Harvik tried but failed to keep the irritation from his voice. If the Claviger didn’t insist on Harvik briefing him personally on the status of the system’s defenses every time he feigned interest, then he would have been aboard the Walak when the first alarm was raised. Instead, he had wasted precious time in a shuttle craft returning from the surface while the fleet had sat idle in orbit awaiting its commander.


  “My lord. We have received a distress call from a bulk ore freighter at the edge of the system’s Harbridge Zone. The vessel reports it is under attack from at least a dozen fighters with a large fleet of capital ships, he believes them to be battleships and carriers, bearing down on him. His engines are disabled and he is unable to maneuver.”


  Harvik took his chair and spun to face Golar, his second and the officer who had just given him the situation report. Unlike the armsman or Harvik’s bodyman, Golar and the rest of the fleet personnel wore the standard sky-blue uniform of the Imperium’s Navy, with maroon cuff rings and rank insignia designating them as belonging to House Jal. “Let’s get the fleet moving, Golar. Shortest possible intercept course.”


  Golar had an incredulous look on his face. The merchant captain had no doubt inflated the number of the ships involved in the attack in his panic. Nevertheless, the fleet would respond as if the numbers were correct. Harvik doubted the humans would respond in such force in this short time period. Intelligence on the current strength of the humans’ Eighth Battle Fleet in Doberman was sketchy at best and completely unreliable at worst. The numbers and types reported to be attacking the merchantman would mean the humans would have had to dispatch the bulk of their fighting strength, and Harvik could not imagine the human admiral responsible for the defense of a major sector capital like Doberman would leave it so weakly defended. No. What he was probably facing was a strong raiding force intent on disrupting the transportation of Redlazore back to the Imperium.


  A now familiar anger rose in Harvik as he thought of the Claviger’s orders which superseded his own. Harvik had wanted the merchantmen to be grouped into convoys protected by fleet units. Unfortunately, the Claviger was more interested in getting the precious ore flowing to the Imperium without delay, insisting the fleet remain based around Agate, no doubt hoping to impress the Devisee with the speed at which he got the mines operating again. Well, his impatience would to cost the Imperium dearly. That merchantman carried over a million tonnes of Redlazore in its hold, and Harvik would bet any money that the freighter and its cargo would be nothing more than expanding gases long before the fleet reached it.


  Harvik tuned out the bustling noise around him, his attention completely focused on the holographic display of the system floating sedately in the air beyond the row of his staff’s workstations. Tapping commands into his own comp, he superimposed the shortest possible flight time to intercept the embattled merchantman. The projected course swept past the system’s gas giant, Rama, and its concentric belts of ice and rock. Harvik’s index finger tapped the hilt of his ceremonial Hadak rhythmically as the Imperium’s master tactician contemplated the situation. If he believed in coincidences, then he might be inclined to believe the humans had attacked the merchantman by chance. However, he had not won countless battles by believing in coincidence. Anyone with a passing understanding of stellar navigation and the workings of star drives knew the said star drive couldn’t be activated within the Harbridge Zone of any star, so the obvious place to intercept a ship was within the zone. Exactly as the humans had done with the laden merchantman, and the shortest route to the merchantman took him precariously close to the rings of the gas giant, where his sensors would be inundated by false returns. You could hide a considerable sized force in those rings, which is exactly what he would do if he wanted to ambush any ships coming to the aid of the merchantman.


  Harvik tapped another command into his comp and felt a smile tug at his lips as a fresh set of icons appeared. Another command highlighted and enlarged the icon. The smile on his face became more a feral grin as the comp displayed a list of ship names and classes. Aha! Two can play at the ambush game, human.
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  “UPDATE FROM SPEAR ZERO One, Admiral.”


  At last, thought Robert Matheson. The last three hours had felt like an eternity as the men and women of Task Force Scorpio had awaited the arrival of the enemy fleet. “Put it up on the main board, Mr. Anders.” The last wisps of apprehension blew away as the tactical plot briefly flickered before solidifying once more. A new set of red icons appeared at the very edge of sensor range. Robert assessed the force racing toward him and drew in a sharp breath. Two fleet carriers. Five fast attack carriers. Eight battleships. Twelve heavy cruisers. Sixteen light cruisers all encased in a screen of destroyers and frigates. “Now that’s a lot of firepower,” whispered Robert. Still, something didn’t quite add up. Robert turned his head slightly left, to where Commander Del Mastro and a couple of her intelligence analysts were poring over the sensor data from Spear Zero One. Del Mastro caught Robert’s look and took the four steps required to reach his seat.


  “Something bothering you, Admiral?” asked Del Mastro.


  Robert pointed to the latest update. “Probably the same thing that’s bothering you, Commander. Where are the rest of the K’Tai ships?”


  “Shield Zero Two’s last download confirms the K’Tai have left only one fast attack carrier, two heavy and one light cruiser in orbit.”


  “Yeah, so that leaves at least a half dozen heavy cruisers and the same number of light cruisers unaccounted for, assuming the K’Tai haven’t altered their order of battle from what Admiral Alderman faced twenty-five days ago.” Robert worried at his bottom lip. Something’s not right here. I’m getting a bad feeling about this.


  “The picket ships reported no significant changes in their last dispatch, Admiral.”


  Anders was correct; however, when factoring the transit time between Agate to Doberman, and Task Force Scorpio to Agate, the information was already twelve days old. A lot could change in twelve days. Robert asked. “Mr. Anders. How long before Admiral Alderman is due to launch?”


  The Tactical Officer glanced at the chrono on his display before answering. “She should be launching now, Admiral.”


  Louise Alderman was in command of Robert’s two fast attack carriers, and right now she and they were lying in wait for the enemy fleet, hidden by the gas giant Rama’s rings, ready to pounce on the unsuspecting enemy from the rear. Now, though, Robert was beginning to second guess his decision. Alderman’s carriers had only sixty Lancers between them. A single K’Tai fleet carrier had a complement of ninety fighters and he faced two of them, with an additional five fast attack carriers, giving the K’Tai commander 330 fighters at his disposal!


  “Confirm we have had no indication the K’Tai have launched any fighter patrols, Mr. Anders.”


  “Confirmed, Admiral. The K’Tai are running with shields at full power and have active electronic countermeasures and sensors, which is making it difficult for our own sensors to burn through. However, at their current speed, fighters would simply have run out of fuel attempting to match the fleet’s advance.”


  Anders makes a good point, thought Robert. Still something is not right here and I just can’t put my finger on it. What am I missing? Why would the K’Tai be heading in at full speed without the precaution of putting a fighter screen well ahead of them? They have enough destroyers and frigates that even if they didn’t want to risk their fighter strength, they could use the larger vessels as a screen, but they’ve chosen to do neither. They know we’re here and have been for hours, so what... The answer came to Robert in a flash of inspiration and he hoped to hell he was wrong.


  “Break radio silence! Order Admiral Alderman to go active on all sensors and begin recovering her fighters immediately!”


  The moment Alderman’s sensors went active, the same data began to appear on the Robert’s tactical display, and what it showed stole the blood from his face. From the dark side of the gas giant, Robert counted over a dozen heavy and light cruisers. In front of them like an onrushing wave were at least 200 fighters.


  “Primary K’Tai fleet is changing course and slowing! Fighter launch detected!” cried Anders as the display changed to reflect the fresh information. Robert’s two fast attack carriers had been caught in a classic pincer movement and faced the full fury of the K’Tai fleet without the support of his cruisers. In a matter of minutes, the carriers would be surrounded by K’Tai fighters. There was every chance he was facing the complete loss of his carriers and his entire fighter strength.


  “Incoming signal from Kraken, it’s Admiral Alderman, sir.”


  Robert activated his private display and the strained face of Louise Alderman stared back at him. Robert tried to think of something to say, but Louise beat him to it. “Robert, I’ve canceled the recall notice for the fighters. Instead I’m going to use them to punch through the K’Tai fighter screen and then run like hell for the edge of the Harbridge Zone and escape into hyper.”


  Robert looked across at Anders, who was running the numbers. In seconds he had his answer. It would be tight, but the speed of the fast attack carriers should keep them ahead of anything bigger than the K’Tai light cruisers. “She could do it, Admiral.”


  Robert saw a dark shadow pass over Louise’s face. “If I’m to save the carriers, I’ll not be able to slow down and recover all the fighters.”


  Robert made the same cold calculation Louise must have made. Each fighter represented a single pilot. Sixty fighters meant sixty men and women. The complement of a fast attack carrier like the Kraken was 770. 1540 souls versus sixty. The words which answered the waiting woman seemed disembodied from Robert even though he spoke them. “Admiral Alderman, you are hereby ordered to take whatever steps are necessary to ensure the survival of your carriers, up to and including the sacrifice of your fighter wings. Understood?”


  It took Louise a moment to realize what Robert had done. By ordering her to abandon her fighters, he would take responsibility for their loss. That had not been her intention by telling him of her plans. “Understood, sir... and thank you.”


  Robert tried to give her a reassuring smile, but his face refused. “Good luck, Louise,” he said as he cut the link. “Navigation. Bring the force to full military power and plot a course that heads us in-system, keeping the K’Tai fleet at maximum missile range. Mr. Anders, I want a firing solution on the K’Tai carriers. Ignore their other ships, apart from the merchantman. I want that out of my sky, if you please.”


  Anders’ team bent to the task. The Tactical Officer had obviously guessed his admiral’s next move, as within moments, a fire plan appeared on Robert’s display. Running his eyes down it, Robert thumbed his approval. Seconds later Asp anti-ship missiles began to ripple fire from the cruisers of Task Force Scorpio. The first wave of fifteen Asps didn’t carry warheads; instead they were equipped with electronic countermeasures and radar jammers which filled the K’Tai sensor operators’ screens with static. As the K’Tai switched frequencies to overcome the interference, the smart jammers followed them, giving the K’Tai responsible for identifying threats to their own fleet only sporadic readings through the blanketing electronic fog.


  Behind the ECM-equipped Asps came the heavy hitters. The heavy cruisers of Task Force Scorpio could launch twenty-four missiles at a time, while the light cruisers could launch sixteen. Anders’ decision to ripple fire meant the initial fifteen Asps were followed closely by two waves comprising 337 missiles, armed with a variety of proximity weapons that detonated their nuclear payload when their onboard systems detected the presence of energy shielding. These weapons were designed to collapse a warship’s shields, allowing the use of the second type of Asp missiles—those equipped with contact nuclear warheads which detonated against a ship’s outer hull—and the just as deadly bomb pumped lasers warhead, a one-time-only weapon that harnessed the power of its own tiny nuclear device, detonating and focused it into an extremely powerful laser beam that literally sliced through enemy battle armor. A hit from one of these beams on a hull not protected by shielding or thick armor could cause even the largest ship significant, if not fatal, damage. These two missile types were Task Force Scorpio’s true long-range ship killers.
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  “MISSILE LAUNCH DETECTED from the human cruisers, my lord.” Harvik acknowledged the announcement with a slight wave of his hand, masking his surprise that the humans had launched their missiles from a range greater than his own missiles’ endurance would have allowed powered flight...but no matter. The enemy commander was expected to try anything to save the two stricken carriers. Perhaps the human commander had fired his missiles from such a great distance in a vain attempt to cause him to alter his plan. It was too little too late. Harvik had launched his first wave of fighters while the fleet had been still in orbit around Agate. The nimble little bat-wing fighters had expended almost all their fuel reaching the rendezvous point with the ships of Commander Tolav. It was indeed fortunate Tolav’s ships had already been inbound for Agate, having completed their patrol of the outer system. The crucial part had been the rendezvous with the fighters; however, Rig had smiled on him this day and all the fighters managed to latch to the outer hulls of the cruisers who refueled them from their own fuel bunkers. The rest, as they say, was in the hands of Rig.


  Harvik guessed the humans had laid a trap for him. Why else would they have toyed with the ore freighter and not destroyed it outright? The humans wanted to draw him away from the inner system. Test his strength. Unfortunately for them, he saw right through their deception and now they would pay the price.


  “Let the cruiser screen deal with the missiles. We will concentrate on the carriers. With them destroyed, the humans will be easy prey for our own fighters while we sit back and nibble at them until their ships are nothing more than scarred hulks floating in a sea of their own debris.”
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  “SHIT, THAT WAS TOO close for comfort,” cursed Lieutenant Adriana Bacchi, call sign Widow, as a burst of rail gun fire sliced through the space her Lancer fighter had occupied a split second before. When her squadron leader ordered the Lancers of TFW 831 to press home their attacks on the K’Tai who were currently doing their best to spread her and her fighter to the distant corners of the galaxy, she had no idea he meant to get in so close. At under 100 meters, her Lancer flashed across the surface of a K’Tai heavy cruiser, quad mounted cannon firing burst after burst, hammering away at the ship’s energy shielding. Adriana would have much preferred to be targeting the K’Tai ship with a Penguin anti-ship missile, but that was wishful thinking. The hard points on the Lancer’s skin were almost bare. Of the six Penguins Adriana had shot, two had been intercepted by K’Tai defensive missiles, while three more had splashed harmlessly against the powerful energy shields of a K’Tai battleship. A single Penguin just didn’t have a big enough punch to penetrate anything bigger than a cruiser’s shields. The missile was designed to be used en masse, to batter down an enemy’s energy shields and swamp the target’s defenses.


  Adriana pulled up wildly as another line of rail gun fire arced toward her, flicking the Lancer into a tight spiral turn while pushing the throttles to the fire walls. Adriana was pushed back in her cockpit’s seat, her G-suit expanding, forcing blood to her brain as she fought the stars filling her vision. The threat indicator screamed piercingly. Adriana’s eyes refused to focus properly on her instrument panel. Instinctively she squeezed the trigger on her control column, loosing off her remaining Penguin missile, which leapt dutifully from its restraining clamps, solid chemical rocket motor igniting the slim missile, targeting the nearest vessel its tiny computer brain identified as being hostile: a K’Tai fleet carrier.


  More by luck than design, the slim missile danced between the high velocity steel ingots that were the ammunition of K’Tai rail guns. The arrival of the far larger Asp missiles of Task Force Scorpio forced the K’Tai defensive system operators to make a choice: continue to engage a single human fighter, or the shoals of Asp missiles descending upon them. The K’Tai logically chose to switch their fire to the onrushing multi-megaton Asps. Rail guns and turbo lasers lashed out with incomprehensible amounts of energy, swatting the Asps from space. Those making it through the barrage of fire detonated in nuclear fireballs against the carrier’s shields. Shield generators whined in protest until, for a fraction of a second, one failed, exposing a section of armored hull. Into this gap slipped Adriana’s Penguin. At a fraction of light speed, the penetrator head of the missile sliced into the heavy ablative armor of the carrier, burrowing the small kiloton-yield warhead deep into the armor before detonating. Chunks of armor vaporized instantly. Outer hull skin buckled and gave way as the shock wave punched its way through the hull, exposing the carrier’s innards to nuclear fire and radiation. The lucky ones died instantly. Others were swept into the cold darkness of space, surviving long enough for their brains to register their imminent deaths as their blood boiled and cold froze their limbs.


  The huge carrier shrugged off the impact as emergency bulkheads slammed shut, sealing off the damaged areas, and those fortunate survivors of the initial impact prayed for rescue to reach them before they ran out of air or died from their injuries.
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  ABOARD THE Cheetah, Robert Matheson sat stock still in his command chair, the only sign of his inner tension the whitening of his knuckles as he gripped the chair’s arms. He was fixed on the tactical display, as if by strength of will he could urge the wave of Asp missiles toward the K’Tai fleet who were intent on sealing the fate of Louise Alderman and her two carriers. Task Force Scorpio had gone to full military power immediately after launching its strike. Robert had calculated that the intensity of the ECM emitting from the first wave of Asps would be enough to blind the K’Tai to the task force’s radical maneuver. The lack of a countermove by the K’Tai fleet as Cheetah and her comrades swept past them appeared to justify his gamble.


  The tactical display flashed an update and Robert released a breath he was unaware he had been holding. The blue friendly icon of the fast attack carriers Kraken and Bremen was slowly but surely pulling away from the mass of red icons representing the larger, but crucially slower, K’Tai warships. Barring any major upsets, the carriers should make the edge of the Harbridge Zone and translate into the safety of hyperspace. Robert rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. Louise and the carrier crews may have escaped the K’Tai ambush, but the cost had been the loss of virtually the entire air wings of both carriers. Add that to the constantly updating casualty and damage list, and it was obvious Task Force Scorpio’s carrier element was a spent force. Robert’s entire plan was now in question. The approach of Commander Del Mastro, a data slate in her hand and a grim look on her face, pulled Robert from his somber study of the casualty list.


  “The provisional enemy damage estimate is in, Admiral. It’s not as good as we hoped, given Admiral Alderman’s attack was so badly... eh... compromised.”


  Robert let out a gruff laugh at Del Mastro’s choice of words. “Call it what it is, Commander. A failure.”


  The intelligence chief gave him a weak smile before continuing in a matter of fact tone. “I wouldn’t call it a failure, Admiral. True, we were caught out by the K’Tai, who obviously anticipated the ambush, but we’ve still inflicted considerable damage.” Del Mastro tapped a command into her slate, Robert’s display filling with scrolling lists of enemy ships and probable damage. Robert ran an eye down the list. His disappointment at being out foxed by the K’Tai was replaced by a growing sense of disbelief as he read the report.


  “It would appear, Admiral, the fabled K’Tai navy is not as strong as we were all led to believe.”


  Robert locked eyes with his intelligence chief for a moment before giving her a wink, swinging his chair to address the Communications Officer. “Signal Ardent and Illustrious. They may begin their attack run!”
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  “MY LORD. THE HUMAN fleet has deceived us! Their missile attack was a ruse. They have broken contact and are headed in-system.”


  Harvik turned in surprise, striding to the tactical station, the operator wisely removed himself as he read the angry scowl on Harvik’s face. It took only a moment for the fleet commander to understand what had happened. The humans’ attempt to ambush him with their carriers had been part of a more complex plan aimed at drawing his ships away from the inner system and their goal. Agate itself!


  “Order the fleet in pursuit. Now!” Harvik shouted.


  The bridge burst into motion as orders were relayed. Harvik stood like a rock in a stormy sea, gaze glued to the main display, upon which was listed the latest damage reports from the fleet. The elderly K’Tai’s stomach tensed as he read through the destruction caused to his prized fleet by the human missile salvo. Four heavy cruisers and six light cruisers had simply ceased to exist, engulfed in a rain of nuclear fire. Another seven cruisers were temporarily disabled and were rushing to make underway repairs. Two of his mighty battleships had sustained enough damage for their captains to inform him they would require repair time in a base shipyard to bring them back to fighting strength.


  Worst of all, Harvik’s own Walak, flagship of the fleet, had sustained a single missile hit which, by sheer chance, had penetrated to the starboard munitions store. The chain reaction of exploding ordnance had caused severe damage to Walak’s main engineering deck, leaving the flagship wallowing on reserve power while the crew frantically tried to repair the damage. Harvik slammed his fist down, causing the display to shatter. Pieces of glass cut into his hand, but he felt no pain. Spots of blood fell unseen to the deck. He had underestimated the humans, both their cunning and their weapons. He would not do so again! He might not be able to catch the human warships closing on Agate, but he had left a sizable force in orbit. The human carriers may have escaped him, but their fighters now had no place to replenish or refuel. His own fighters were satisfying their own vengeful blood lust. There would be no prisoners taken this day! That left the human cruisers racing toward Agate. Their missiles’ striking range might have come as an unpleasant surprise, but he still outnumbered them in ship numbers, type, and most importantly, number of missiles. He would use the ships he had left to guard Agate as an anvil, while his pursuing ships would be the hammer. A decisive victory would make the humans think twice before attempting to face the K’Tai in combat again.


  “Communications. Contact Commander Pils. Apprise him of our current situation and my belief the humans are heading for Agate. He is to get underway immediately and intercept them as far from the planet as possible.”
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  “UPDATE FROM SHIELD Zero Two, Admiral!”


  “Show me,” Robert said. The strain of the past hour, as the overwhelming K’Tai fleet had chased his task force sunwards, was telling on every member of the bridge crew. Robert kept his advance just above the speed of the pursuing K’Tai ships, tantalizingly close to their powered missile range. Robert’s gaze flew to the tactical display. The eight planets of the Agate system blinked into existence. As if he was a mighty god looking down on the ecliptic plane, the full splendor of the system was revealed. Icons of red and blue moved ever so slowly. With the tap of a control, the view changed from one of a god’s-eye view, resolving itself into one of greater detail. The blue icons of Task Force Scorpio advanced steadily toward the heart of the system. Trailing behind them came the massed red icons of the main K’Tai force, a few solitary icons representing slower-moving ships spread out behind the main group like a trail of breadcrumbs. And there, formed up before Task Force Scorpio, was a solid wall of red icons. The ships the K’Tai had left in orbit around Agate, positioned to block his approach to the planet, no doubt intent on holding him in place while the main K’Tai fleet caught up with him. Squeezed between both the enemy forces, Robert and the remaining ships of Task Force Scorpio would be systematically annihilated.


  “Yes!” Robert’s hand banged loud on his armrest and caused a few of the bridge crew to jump in their seats. “They’ve taken the bait.”


  Commander Del Mastro nodded her head in agreement from where she stood by Robert’s command chair. “It would appear, Admiral, the K’Tai have committed their reserves.”


  Robert’s fingers flew over the keys sunk into his chair’s armrest. On the tactical display, a thin yellow line appeared. The yellow line protruded from Task Force Scorpio’s lead ship, passed through the waiting K’Tai warships, and ended at Agate. Robert input another string of commands and a blinking green diamond appeared approximately halfway between Robert’s ships and those of the waiting K’Tai. From the green diamond a second line emerged, this one brushing past the stationary K’Tai warships, angling toward the limit of the Harbridge Zone and safety.


  “Navigation. Designate indicated coordinates as Waypoint Alpha.” On the display, the blinking green diamond now had the word Alpha beside it. “Upon reaching Waypoint Alpha, the fleet will alter course and assume my designated route.” Once more the tactical display changed. The yellow line indicating the predicted course of the task force beyond Waypoint Alpha disappeared, superimposing itself on the course plotted by Robert.


  Del Mastro leaned her head in toward Robert’s, her voice barely above a whisper. “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t we, Admiral? That course brings us within my best guess as to the powered missile envelope of the K’Tai blocking force.”


  “A fact I am fully aware of, Helen, believe me.”


  Del Mastro blinked in surprise at Robert’s use of her given name, especially from an officer who so rigidly stuck to protocol. It was an indication of the stress he must be under, something Del Mastro chose not to comment on.


  “We need to keep the K’Tai firmly focused on us if Ardent and Illustrious are to succeed.” For a brief second, a wave of guilt passed over Robert’s face before it returned to its normal inscrutability. “For the sake of those who have already paid the dearest price, we must succeed, or their deaths will have been for nothing.”
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  THORVID REINMANN PACED the cramped bridge of the Warlock class cruiser BPS Ardent like a caged bear. Along with her squadron mate, BPS Illustrious, Ardent comprised the picket Admiral Alderman left behind, to silently observe the Agate system, while the remainder of the Border Patrol’s Sixth Independent Cruiser Squadron had fled the invading K’Tai. From their position, well beyond the system’s Hardbridge Zone, they silently watched as the K’Tai pounded Agate’s threadbare defenses from orbit, before hundreds of troop transports dropped from their motherships, descending on the planet like a dark swarm of locusts.


  For twenty-five days, they observed the comings and goings of K’Tai ships; every week a hyper-capable corvette, the smallest human vessel able to traverse the turbulent realms of hyperspace, arrived with instructions before returning to fleet headquarters in Doberman with the limited take from the aging border patrol vessels’ sensors.


  Six days ago it all changed. The courier arrived as normal, but carried details of Task Force Scorpio’s planned attack and Reinmann’s part in it. When Reinmann first read the audacious plan, he was glad that he was alone in his cabin at the time. His open-mouthed shock, closely followed by a string of colorful expletives would have caused consternation among his bridge crew.


  Reinmann had been a junior lieutenant serving aboard the battleship Dangerous during the Lorentian conflict. He had known Robert Matheson by reputation only. Though both men had served on the same ship, Reinmann could not recall ever meeting the man who was now a rear admiral and commander of Task Force Scorpio.


  An excited call from the communications officer halted Reinmann’s pacing. “Incoming signal from Cheetah, sir... You may begin your attack run.”


  Reinmann returned to his seat and sat down heavily. I hope to hell the admiral’s feint has drawn off any K’Tai ship bigger than a destroyer, if not this is going to make the charge of the Light Brigade look like a brilliant military maneuver. “Very well. Battle stations! Bring us to flank speed. Load all missile bays. Arm the rail guns. Charge the weapons banks.”


  The whooping of the battle stations klaxon reverberated through Ardent and Illustrious. Crew hurried to unmanned posts. Missile crews activated the hoists that brought up the twenty-five-meter-long Asp missiles from their heavily armored magazines. Rail gun crews, probably the most exposed of all the crewmen on a modern warship as they were forced to fight their guns from turrets protruding from the outer hull, sealed the turret bulkheads, ensuring their lightweight vacuum suits, the only things that would save them if their turrets were pierced by shrapnel exposing them to the airless coldness of space, were double checked. Supercooled capacitors surged with power, ready to feed the power-hungry gigawatt lasers whose ugly snouts protruded from the hull of the cruisers like stubby porcupine spines. Within minutes, the Fire Control Officer reported the ship was ready in all respects, and the battle stations klaxon was silenced. An eerie silence descended throughout the ship.


  “Navigation. Time to target?” asked Reinmann as he shuffled to get comfortable in his worn command chair.


  “One hour forty-two minutes, sir.”
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  “ENEMY SHIPS ARE CHANGING course, my lord! They are making a break for the edge of the Harbridge Zone! They are trying to escape, my lord.”


  Lord Harvik nodded slowly at the not-unexpected news from his second in command. Harvik had not been the only one to wonder at the human commanders’ seemingly unhurried progress toward the inner system. Golar, Harvik’s second, had raised this very issue and could offer no explanation. The human ships had proved they could outpace their K’Tai equivalents. They had proved their missiles had a greater range, yet even now they had not fired on the blocking force of Commander Pils, instead choosing to close the range. Harvik eyed the events unfolding before him with a fresh eye, like a chess master attempting to fathom the strategy of his opponent. The K’Tai’s attention was drawn to the ships of the blocking force. Commander Pils was not the most original of thinkers, but he was solid and dependable. When he received an order, he would follow it through to the letter. With a sickening realization and a deep hope that he was wrong, Harvik tapped commands into his comp, expanding the section of his display showing the blocking force. As the display sharpened, individual ship names appeared beside each ship. The cold in Harvik’s stomach became a lump of solid ice. Pils had stripped the planet clean of every warship. There was not a single K’Tai warship worthy of the name left in orbit around Agate!
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  HERMES STATION HUNG in geosynchronous orbit high above Agate. To have called the ten million tonne Hermes Station a marvel of modern engineering would be an understatement. To call it aesthetically pleasing would be a downright lie. Hermes Station was a prime example of the kind of monstrosity a civilization that had conquered the secrets of anti-gravity could build when the design was driven by function and efficiency alone; after all Hermes Station was the primary facility for shipping Redlazore out of the system and importing goods to the surface of Agate. It looked remarkably like four donuts hanging from a central spike. The single long central core was connected to the donuts by spindly arms. The central core was over 100 stories tall and held the main administration, accommodation and engineering levels. The four donuts were each twenty stories tall, easily big enough to service even the largest modern freighter. The K’Tai had secured the station intact during their initial invasion and had not only been using it as a hub for moving Redlazore off planet and into the waiting holds of freighters, but it had also taken on a secondary role as a fleet servicing station for their naval vessels in the Agate system, evidenced by the numerous troop transports which lay moored to the station’s numerous docking ports.


  Aboard BPS Ardent, Thorvid Reinmann looked impassively on as the gigantic station slipped into range of his missiles. Still he held his fire. Every passing second his two cruisers moved closer to the station was another percentage point increasing his missiles’ chances of striking their targets.


  The lieutenant at Tactical turned to face his captain. “Sensors show increased activity in the power plants of three enemy troop transports, sir.”


  Reinmann examined his options briefly. Allow some enemy ships to escape while he closed the range to point blank, or launch his missiles now. “Any sign of enemy targeting radar or counter measures?” queried Reinmann.


  Checking his board again before answering, Ardent’s Tactical Officer shook his head. “No, sir. Nothing beyond navigational sensors and increased comms traffic...” A broad smile split the lieutenant’s face. “I think we’ve caught them with their pants down, sir.”


  Reinmann returned the young officer’s smile with one of his own. “So it would seem. Initiate Fire Plan Delta.”


  The Border Patrol’s Warlock class cruisers might not have been on a par with the more modern cruisers equipping Battle Fleet but at this juncture, firing on a static target with no defenses, it was akin to shooting fish in a barrel. Twenty-four missiles erupted from their tubes, their seeker heads going active as they cleared the ship’s shields. Designed to fight through enemy electronic interference and avoid anti-missile fire, they flew unerringly to their target. Six minutes after launch the missiles impacted, and ten million tonnes of station was wracked by nuclear holocaust. K’Tai ships of all sizes attempted to make emergency breakaways from the dying station, only to be consumed by roiling clouds of superheated plasma as Reinmann’s second salvo fell upon them.


  Ardent and Illustrious powered past the station at a range of only 200 kilometers, rail guns and chemical lasers firing continuously. Blocks of steel accelerated to 3000 kilometres per hour plowed into K’Tai vessels fleeing from the station. The steel blocks punched through the ships’ light armor, tearing through anything unlucky enough to be in their path. The gunners traversed their turrets left and right, virtually cutting any unfortunate ship in half. Gigawatt lasers flashed across the short distances at the speed of light, bursts of fire vaporizing anything they met. Armor and hull plating turned to superheated plasma, which turned anything it encountered into melted slag.


  In less than fifteen minutes the remains of Hermes Station, none bigger than the size of a typical flitter, and the ships it had been servicing were falling into Agate’s gravity well. On the surface of the planet, the population witnessed an unexpected firework display as the smaller pieces of wreckage burned up in the atmosphere. Larger pieces impacted across the planet’s surface; the scars of their craters would mark the surface for centuries to come and the debris they flung high into the atmosphere would tinge the sky for months.


  Reinmann looked on with mute satisfaction. With Hermes Station gone, the K’Tai would no longer be able to use it to trans-ship Redlazore or use the station as a naval base, putting a major crimp in their operations. Whoever the boss K’Tai was, he was not going to be happy. Pushing those happy thoughts to one side, Reinmann turned to his next problem: recovering the crews of Shield Zero Two who were waiting dead in space, fuel exhausted and air supply running low.


  “Captain, we have the beacon from Shield Zero Two.”


  “Understood. Navigation, plot an intercept course. Let’s collect those crews and get the hell out of Dodge before the main K’Tai fleet gets back here.”
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  DAY TWENTY-FIVE


  The clamshell drop doors snapped open below him and the bay filled with bright, reflected light as the mechanical arm moved him from a vertical standing position to the horizontal, his vision filling with scattered white puffs of clouds flashing past below. The computer program monitoring his heartbeat and respiration noted a sudden spike, although not enough to cause a medical abort. The view on Captain Simon Gregory’s wraparound display was stunning, if not a little terrifying at the same time. The land mass was covered in the dark green of vegetation, bordered by lighter brown as it met the blue of sea water. The skies were crystal clear, without even the tiniest hint of pollution to taint the puffy, cotton wool clouds. It was also scaring the crap out of him. Whoever had come up with the idea of exo-atmospheric insertion needed to be hanging beside Gregory and the other four members of his Pathfinder patrol, lying encased in the quarter tonne of ceramic and polymers which comprised their Orbital Insertion Suits.


  When news of the K’Tai invasion of Agate reached Eighth Fleet, one of the largest obstacles facing Admiral Helbrunn at the planning stages of a counter attack was the lack of intelligence. What was happening on the surface of Agate? Near orbit flybys were risky and could tip her hand to the K’Tai. She needed to know enemy troop dispositions, locations of supply and weapons facilities. And, of top priority, what had happened to the civilian population? The mission profile was tailor made for a unit such as the Pathfinders, conceived to operate for long durations behind enemy lines, to gather intelligence covertly and relay it back to command before, if required, destroying or securing key installations prior to the arrival of larger assault forces. The fact the Pathfinders were an army unit and had been tapped by Admiral Helbrunn for the mission rather than a marine unit led to some inter-service bitching with Eighth Fleet’s marine contingent’s commanding officer. He argued his own Force Recon marines should be assigned the mission. Helbrunn had squashed the bitching with a very heavy foot. She had other plans for Force Recon and besides, the Pathfinders were the best equipped and trained for the task at hand.


  Thus, Gregory and his fellow soldiers found themselves held in place by two retractable claws inside the dart-like OIS, which could easily be mistaken for the space to surface missiles they had originally been designed to be, ready to spear into the upper atmosphere of Agate, currently rushing by at 30,000 kilometers per hour at what Gregory’s eyes were trying hard to convince him was close enough for him to reach out and touch. The clouds became invisible as the ship crossed the terminator and inky darkness consumed Agate.


  The flat unemotional voice of the naval pilot shook Gregory out of his daydreaming. “Coming up on release point, stand by.”


  The pupil-tracking software of the suit followed his eye movements as he blinked through the menu, until he found and selected what he was looking for. The suit’s flight control computer obligingly brought up the projected flight path on his display. He would never admit it, being army, but the navy pilot had managed to get them within fifty kilometers of the planned release point. No mean feat, considering they had been on a zero-power approach for the last nine hours, relying completely on the pilot’s calculations of Agate’s orbital path and the initial velocity gained immediately after release from the Battle Fleet heavy cruisers—cruisers which were currently causing maximum mischief to distract the K’Tai defenders, while the tiny, non-standard intra-system ship made its approach to the enemy occupied planet. The craft was fancifully named MRCIARC, which in long-winded military parlance stood for Minimum Return Covert Insertion and Return Craft, the fanciest name Gregory had ever heard for a barely fifteen-meter-long, three-meter-wide, three-meter-tall composite box with an engine attached which carried two pilots and a cargo of up to eight troops with minimal equipment. In the trade, the MRCIARC was referred to as the ‘Flying Coffin’.


  The pilot’s cool, professional voice came through his suit’s speakers. “Standby. Standby...”


  Gregory felt his body tense involuntary as the pilot paused before letting out a short, snorting laugh. “Go Army... Green light on. Drop! Drop! Drop!”


  The unexpected use of the army salutation brought a grin to Gregory’s face, but it soon turned to a grimace as he was slammed in the back as the restraining claws withdrew and a pusher plate sent him unceremoniously out of the little craft’s belly doors with enough acceleration that he began his fall into the planet’s gravity well rather than just hanging in permanent orbit. The telemetry readout showed the other members of his team were also clear of the ship. The chances of an OIS becoming hung up in the bay was minimal, though it had been known to happen. An uncomfortable position for the occupant of the OIS, who waited in hope that one of the two pilots noticed his predicament before executing any form of radical pull-away maneuver. Gregory had once, in training, watched a hapless soldier flung out of the bay on an uncontrolled flight path, the sound of his screams for help over his suit radio were etched in Gregory’s memory. That individual had been recovered safely; however, on a real mission, he would have been left to his fate: either an uncontrolled re-entry where he could expect a fiery death or, perhaps more unfortunate, shooting through the darkness of space on a ballistic course until his oxygen supply dwindled away to nothing. Gregory knew which one he would prefer.


  “Warning! Course deviation. Two degrees port one degree down angle,” intoned the monotone voice of the suit’s onboard computer. With the barest of movements, he gently thumbed the controls of his suit’s integrated thrusters. Small puffs of inert gas came from the left-hand side and belly of the suit as Gregory carefully nudged himself back on the correct flight path. Getting his angle of approach right was vital. Too shallow and he would simply skip off the upper atmosphere. Too steep and the thickening atmosphere would cause his suit to burn up, spreading his remains across the night sky like a swarm of fireflies caught by a gust of wind. It was doubtful if even the smallest part of him would make it to the surface intact in the event of a burn up.


  Gregory’s visor opaqued as he flashed into the thin air of the upper atmosphere and his suit began to heat up. The skin of the suit went from minus 270 degrees Celsius to plus 1648 degrees Celsius in the blink of an eye. Faster than a speeding bullet, the five soldiers flew on. Gregory lost external telemetry as the ionization interfered with his suit’s sensors. The speeding man could only put his faith in the team’s training and skill to ensure they stayed on course. He need not have worried. After a few minutes, the external sensors came back online, showing the Pathfinders flying in a perfect wedge formation.


  Dropping lower into the ever-thickening air, Gregory was at last able to deploy the suit’s wings allowing him to control his own destiny. The suit’s internal navigation system showed 273 kilometers to the designated Landing Zone. A check of readouts showed he was still traveling at a touch over Mach Three. Carefully, Gregory began a series of gentle S-turns combined with the deployment of his suit’s aero-brakes to reduce his speed.


  As he closed on the LZ, his speed decreased to a manageable 150 kilometers per hour. With a gentle tap of the controls, he led the patrol in a slow turn to port, each patrol member giving the LZ a thorough visual and electronic inspection. The approach route had brought the patrol high over the vast Caramon Plain, beyond which the Scraggy Mountains rose like an impenetrable natural barrier blocking the way to Gemini City. The LZ itself was a calculated risk. The planners were sure the K’Tai would ensconce themselves in the Redlazore-rich area between the Scraggy Mountains and the Zodiac Sea, the same area which held the majority of the planet’s human population. The Caramon Plain held a scant human population, mostly consisting of maintenance personnel for the automated farms. The Pathfinders’ flight path meant they should have bled off their supersonic speed over the ocean, the hope being that any sonic boom from their approach would never reach human or K’Tai ears. The final section of the insertion, overland, was timed for the early hours of the morning, when they hoped most people were sound asleep in their beds.


  Let’s hope there aren’t any night owls among them, thought Gregory, as he fully deployed his aero-brakes, slowing the OIS dramatically and causing it to drop from the sky like a homesick stone. As the altimeter flashed through 500 meters, Gregory activated his grav chute, the high-pitched whining of the power unit reaching him as the chute hungrily consumed energy as it fought to slow the quarter tonne suit. Despite the grav chute’s best efforts, the OIS hit the Agate countryside with a bone-jarring crunch. Automated systems cracked the suit’s seal and Gregory pushed the heavy lid open with one hand, his other pulling his ACR clear of its retaining straps, thumb automatically pushing down on the charging stud. Before his lungs had taken their first breath of Agate’s fresh, unpolluted atmosphere, the Advanced Combat Rifle was up and sweeping the area around him for threats. Doing a complete 360-degree turn, the smart scope mounted atop the ACR successfully processed the Identify Friend or Foe signals coming from the remainder of the patrol’s subcutaneous implants. Reassured his command had made it safely down and that nothing was about to jump out of the surrounding brush, Gregory slung his rifle and tapped a control on the inner skin of the OIS. With a low hiss, a panel on the side of the suit sprang open. With a grunt, Gregory hoisted the fifty-kilogram pack over his shoulder, pausing to adjust its straps into a more comfortable position. Everything he needed to survive and fight for the next thirty days was contained within the pack. Using the butt of his ACR to steady him, Gregory went down on one knee, activating his jacket’s in-built wrist comm, a militarized and far more capable version of the one available to civilians on the open market. As the patrol commander studied the map, familiarizing himself with the route which would take them to their first objective, a point deep in the thick forest on the far side of the Scraggy Mountain range, the remaining members of the patrol one by one formed a loose circle around him, all mirroring his kneeling position. Four pairs of human eyes and electronic passive sensors constantly scanned the area around the patrol’s Landing Zone, searching for any sign they had been detected. Satisfied the route to the objective was unchanged, Gregory pushed the information across by secure data link to Corporal Wu, the long-barreled sniper rifle in the corporal’s arms barely shifting position as the man removed his hand from the rifle’s front stock and acknowledged receipt of the data packet with a thumbs-up gesture. The sniper would scout alone ahead of the patrol—a solitary job, but one the native of the forest world of Garan had taken to like a duck to water. A body the size of a small tank leaned in close to Gregory and began speaking in a hushed, conspiratorial tone.


  “Fleas set, Boss. Camo systems on the suits active. Give the word and the suits will be molecule-sized spitballs by lunch time.” Sergeant Obo, the only patrol member born on Earth, was Gregory’s second in command. The two men had worked together since Gregory had joined the Pathfinders after two tours with the Army Rangers. The sergeant and captain’s working relationship had taken on a near symbiotic form, where each was able to anticipate the other’s needs or orders. Obo’s setting of the Fleas, the slang term for tailor-made nanites which, when activated, would munch their way through every electronic and mechanical part of the OIS, meant stripping the highly complex and ridiculously expensive pieces of equipment back down to their base elements. The camo system draped over each OIS was little more than a smart Molonov impregnated disruptive pattern material, like a large bed sheet, which hid the OIS from visual and sensor detection while the Fleas did their work.


  “Time to be on our way, then.” Raising his voice to a harsh whisper loud enough for all the patrol members to hear, Gregory gave the command to send the patrol on its way. “Move out.”


  Wu stepped off first at a pace that would pull him well ahead of the remainder of his comrades. Corporal Collins was next to move; the communications and systems tech had his wrist comm synced to Wu’s, enabling him to follow the scout’s every move. Gregory let Collins get to the edge of unaided vision before he heaved himself to his feet with one more shrug of his shoulders as he adjusted his heavy pack into a more comfortable position. Behind him Corporal Suarez, the patrol medic, hung back until he got a tap on the shoulder from Obo, confirming he had activated the Fleas, before rising to follow the patrol commander. Sergeant Obo took a final look around the LZ, to ensure nothing vital was left behind, then disappeared into the brush with the rest of the soldiers, allowing this part of occupied Agate to return once more to peacefulness.
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  DAY TWENTY-SIX


  Even with the compensators at maximum, Lord Harvik had spent so long in space he could feel the none too gentle maneuvers the shuttle pilots were forced to take to avoid the larger pieces of what had been Hermes Station. The millions of tonnes of metal and composite polymer which once represented the peak of humanity’s industrial and technological might in the Agate system was now a man-made debris ring gradually encircling the planet it had once hovered over so majestically.


  As gravity exerted its natural power on the debris field, the pieces of destroyed station which had not burned up in the atmosphere or impacted on the surface of Agate were slowly, but, inexorably being stretched into a thin disk, akin to those found around a gas giant of the outer system. In time, Agate would have its very own disk to glint in the light of the system’s sun and be visible from the surface, a testament to the destructive power of the modern age.


  For Harvik, the disk would be a reminder of his failure to protect the Imperium’s latest conquest. The weight of the failure lay heavy on his shoulders, more so now he had been summoned to attend the Claviger to explain his failings in person. How was he to have anticipated the humans’ willingness to destroy Hermes Station? The capital investment to build such an impressive station in the first place must have been equal to the combined GDP of a medium-sized planet. The willingness of the League Navy to destroy such a high-value target in the first skirmish proved one thing to the master tactician above all else... The humans had no intention of allowing the K’Tai to simply waltz in and take the Agate system and its precious Redlazore without a fight. He, like the Devisee Sidal and every senior officer involved in the planning of the operation to conquer Agate, simply expected the League to roll over and accept the new status quo, and once the League understood the overwhelming power of the K’Tai Imperium, relations between the two-star nations would return to some semblance of normality. A small frown creased the older K’Tai’s brow. Harvik was beginning to sense the K’Tai Imperium had underestimated the resolve of the League.


  A resounding thud reached the passenger cabin and Harvik’s lips pursed in a thin smile as out of the corner of his eye he noticed his bodyman Tanak tighten the straps holding him secure in his seat. Unlike the larger fleet vessels, smaller ships, like the shuttle, had nothing in the way of active shielding to deflect the pieces of debris the little ship was forced to fly through as it descended toward the surface.


  After a few moments, the shuttle was free of the debris field and dropped into the atmosphere. Harvik took the relative peace and quiet of the last few minutes of the flight to gather his thoughts for what he fully expected to be a lively discussion with the Claviger.


  #
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  AS HARVIK WAS SHOWN into the presence of Claviger Telos, he could hardly fail to note the presence of Neras standing resolutely by his right shoulder. Harvik chose to ignore the Kem Tak officer who, by all rights, should have bowed his head as a mark of respect to the presence of the Lord of a House. His failing to do so only reinforced in Harvik’s mind the growing contempt he was feeling toward members of the Kem Tak in general and Neras in particular.


  Halting a few steps short of the chair the Claviger was sat upon, Harvik gave a short, sharp bowing of his head, chin barely touching his chest, the minimum required to show deference to one more senior than himself, if only by position and not birth. If Claviger Telos noticed the implied slight, his face hid it well


  “My lord. It is indeed good to see you came through the battle unscathed,” said Telos in a friendly, concerned tone. His opening statement was not what Harvik had expected. Anger, perhaps. Annoyance, most certainly. Concern for his well-being was... unexpected. Harvik reminded himself the man seated before him was a politician and as such, nothing he said was as it seemed. The navy man decided to let Telos play more of his hand and reveal his true game plan.


  “I am unharmed, Claviger, though the same cannot be said for some under my command.”


  A look of concern crossed Telos’ smooth features, and Harvik found it hard to tell if it was a true reaction to deaths of so many naval personnel or if it was, as Harvik suspected, a look practiced until perfection. Harvik plumped for the second. The older K’Tai realized Telos only had room in his heart for Telos. The dead and wounded of Harvik’s command were nothing more than a footnote in his rise to an even more powerful and influential position.


  “It is a sad fact that some must fall for the continued glory of the Imperium, my Lord. A sad truth that we, leaders of warriors both, must bear the burden of hard decisions.”


  Harvik forced himself to swallow the bile rising in his throat at the Claviger’s comment. Telos’ only experience of leadership had been to command units of overzealous Kem Tak as they ‘fought’ unarmed women and children. Hero of the Battle of Gozan, indeed! After their last meeting, Harvik had made a point of consulting the records to find out more about the Claviger and why Harvik’s bodyman Tanak had reacted with such revulsion to hearing of the Claviger’s involvement in the battle.


  What Harvik had learned made the bodyman’s reaction completely understandable. Gozan was a reasonably wealthy planet at the edge of K’Tai Imperium space, bordering with the Sarakan Conglomerate. Being a border planet, Gozan was controlled by a Marzban, a term which equated roughly as Guardian of the Edge. In the case of Gozan, the Marzban was an overbearing, puffed-up political appointee whose house, it was rumored, had been a strong supporter of Devisee Sidal’s ongoing struggle against the secessionists. To recoup the financial contributions his house had made to the Devisee’s war chest, the Marzban had imposed heavy, near impossible to pay taxes on the local population, turning what was once a reasonably wealthy people into near paupers. A perfect breeding ground for rebellion. Sensing an opportunity, the secessionists had reached out to some of the leading families. News of these approaches had made its way to the ears of the Marzban, who had reacted with draconian measures. All public meetings of over three people were deemed illegal, punishable with immediate arrest and lengthy prison sentences. When the head of one influential family protested, the Marzban had not only the head of the family arrested, but the entire family, citing treason. The family lands and valuables were, by some vagary and hazy interpretation of a Marzban’s powers, deemed forfeit and ceded into the protection of the Marzban.


  Within hours the first street protests began. Normal men and women were outraged at the treatment of someone they saw as one of their own. The Marzban ordered the police on to the streets. For the first couple of days, the police contained the disgruntled protesters. The Marzban, however, was reportedly dissatisfied by the lack of arrests. He felt the only way to nip what he saw as an affront to Imperial power was to act against those he believed were responsible for protests. In his mind, that was the heads of the leading families, whom he believed had fallen under the spell of the secessionists, and their actions were therefore treasonable.


  Gozan, being a border planet, had a permanent fleet presence. The Sarakan Conglomerate were not seen as a threat to the Imperium, and with the fleet required in ever growing numbers elsewhere, there was only a single cruiser and a flotilla of frigates and destroyers in the system. What there was, however, was a Kem Tak Intervention Battalion under the command of one Commander Telos. When the Marzban requested support in putting down what he described as a secessionist uprising, Commander Telos acted decisively.


  Within hours of the Marzban’s call the entire battalion, with Telos at its head, combat dropped directly into the middle of the largest protest, a gathering of some 7500 in the main square of Gozan’s capital city. At first the crowd was cowed by the sight of assault shuttles disgorging white armored Kem Tak soldiers. Then the wariness turned to joy. Word spread that the Gerent had sent the Kem Tak to force the Marzban to listen to their legitimate grievances. The joy turned to anger as Telos’ voice had come over the square’s public-address system, ordering them to disperse.


  At this point the records Harvik read became confused. Telos claimed his men had been fired upon by secessionists in the crowd and his men had been forced to return fire in self-defense. Whatever the truth, 600 heavily armed Kem Tak soldiers, backed up by a dozen assault shuttles, laid waste to every living soul in the square. The final count put the death toll at 4863. No weapons were recovered from the dead. According to Telos’ after-action report, backed up by other officers of his battalion, what weapons there had been were spirited away by secessionist supporters.


  In the growing bitter war against the secessionists the Gerent, or more likely Devisee Sidal, held the actions taken by Telos as the defining way to deal with anyone suspected of supporting the secessionists. The Marzban of Gozan was rewarded by a promotion, while Telos was given the personal thanks of the Gerent and appointed the Claviger of Agate.


  The sharp clapping of Telos’ hands coming together brought Harvik’s mind back into the room and focused on the situation at hand.


  Telos canted his head over his right shoulder as he spoke. “A chair for Lord Harvik!”


  Neras’ eyes remained fixed on Harvik while his finger discreetly tapped a control on his belt beside his ever-present Hadak. Immediately a side door opened and a human female half-walked, half-stumbled into the room, struggling to carry an ornate velvet-backed chair. What at one time might have been fine, expensive clothing was now torn in several places, and through the tears Harvik could plainly make out numerous welts and contusions which covered her skin like a rash. The woman flung terrified glances behind her at the Kem Tak soldier who entered the room behind her, halting just inside the door. At his side hung a pain stick, and his hand rested on it casually.


  As the human female came closer to where the Claviger and Harvik were, she cast her eyes to the floor, studiously refusing to look up. Placing the seat beside Harvik, she retraced her steps, walking backwards, her eyes never leaving the polished floor. Reaching the pain stick-armed Kem Tak she hesitated momentarily, perhaps confused by what to do next. Her hesitation was enough for the Kem Tak soldier to bare his teeth, a low growl emitting from his throat as his hand, larger than her head, flashed out and back handed her across the mouth. The female let out a painful shriek at the powerful hit, which flung her head sideways to impact with a dull thump against the solid door frame. Her unconscious form slumped to the floor in a heap. The soldier unceremoniously reached down and grabbed the nearest limb, dragging her back through the door, which closed with a gentle snick behind him.


  The shocked expression on Harvik’s face at what he had just witnessed must have been obvious to Telos and Neras, for the Kem Tak commander spoke for the first time.


  “My apologies, Lord Harvik, for that clumsy display. With Claviger Telos’ kind permission, I sought to impress you with the progress already being made by the re-education camps that have only recently begun the necessary steps to prepare the human population for their impending integration into a more civilized society such as ours. Unfortunately, progress is still limited.”


  Harvik could hardly speak, so shocked was he at the treatment of the human female. Through the fog of growing anger, he fixed on two words Neras had spoken, “Civilized society?” He repeated through gritted teeth.


  The pandering Neras interpreted Harvik’s statement as leave to explain. “Yes, my lord, civilized society.” Neras’ voice warmed to the subject. “My studies of the historic integration of the Sona and the Valan have led me to the conclusion that we must first break the humans’ spirit before molding them, like clay, into something which can find its proper place in our society. Of course, the adults among the population may require some culling to remove the troublemakers as an example to others, but I have high hopes for the children. They will make excellent household staff and, in time, we will breed out the seeds of this rebellious nature.”


  Neras’ calm, logical explanation of how his mistreatment of the human female fitted into his long-term plans for the remainder of the human population in general were abhorrent to Harvik. For a warrior who lived his life by the near religious code of Rig to listen to a man who counted himself among the staunchest defenders of that code shook Harvik to the core.


  One of the bedrock principles of Rig was that a defeated enemy became the property of the victor to do with as they pleased. In centuries past, both the Sona and the Valan were conquered by the Imperium and their populations sold into slavery. Nothing about this went against the teachings of Rig. However, both these races had no concept of space flight when the Imperium absorbed them. The Sona had barely discovered the wheel, while the Valan were only experimenting with the concept of farming. Humanity, however, were a very different proposition, Harvik thought. In the past century or so, the Imperium had many clashes with other spacefaring nations, most notably with the Yaranl and the Bozon. These conflicts concluded with each side holding a sizable number of prisoners of war who, by negotiation, were returned to their respective governments. What Telos, with obvious approval from Devisee Sidal, proposed for the humans was a life of destitute slavery. Something Harvik, who had spent hours poring over humanity’s history and culture to better understand his forthcoming enemy, knew would be completely unacceptable to those who governed the League.


  The old warrior looked from Neras to Claviger Telos, seeing the look of righteousness on Neras’ face reflected in that of Telos. Harvik realized both men believed firmly they were following the teachings of Rig to the letter, and damn the consequences, for they were on the moral high ground. Nevertheless, Harvik saw it as his duty to point out the likely repercussions of their plan.


  Harvik took a breath, fighting to keep any argumentative tone from his voice. “Claviger, I would ask you reconsider the decision regarding the human civilian population.”


  Neras’ jaw fell open. Someone, even of Lord Harvik’s esteemed position, dared to question the Claviger? Before he uttered a protest, Telos held up a hand to forestall him. Instead, Telos locked eyes with Harvik, and the older K’Tai saw cold, unyielding steel in them. No matter the logic of any argument Harvik put forward, the Claviger would not be swayed.


  “My lord. The fate of the humans is not your concern. My instructions come direct from Devisee Sidal on this matter. The humans are to be taught a lesson. And that lesson must be made clear to them in the bluntest of ways. The K’Tai Imperium allows their precious League to exist on our sufferance alone.”


  Telos leaned forward in his chair, one thick finger pointed directly at Harvik as his voice took on the coldness of his eyes. “And I intend Agate to be an example of the overwhelming power of the Imperium.”


  The room descended into a frigid silence. Harvik’s eyes held the unblinking gaze of Telos, neither man willing to be the first to back down. Perhaps Telos realized the older warrior was longer in the tooth at the game, or maybe he just got bored, for he waved a dismissive hand and his face broke into a semi-serious scowl as he let out a gentle snort. “Let us not dwell on matters which are beyond both our control, my lord, when we have more pressing concerns.”


  For his part Harvik gave a curt nod of agreement. Indeed, it will be better to move on before my temper gets the better of me. Clearing his throat, Harvik began his report.


  “The attack by the League naval forces, though it resulted in the destruction of our major shipping facility, and the loss or damage to a number of our vessels is, in the longer strategic view, nothing more than an irritation...”


  “An irritation!” blustered Neras. “How are we meant to meet the quota of Redlazore we have promised to deliver to the Devisee without the docking and transfer facilities which Hermes provided? Never mind the loss of the merchantmen. Those bulk carriers were the only ones available for the entire quadrant!”


  Harvik tried to control his surprise at that morsel of news. When he had been planning the operation to take Agate, he dismissed the lack of troop transports as a simple matter of logistics which he and his staff would overcome. To hear the issue of non-availability extended to ships of the merchant fleet came as a major surprise, for the Imperium’s merchant fleet was renowned throughout the known galaxy as the largest and most diverse. Harvik did not have time to ponder on what had changed; he dealt in the here and now. A partial solution came to him.


  “It may be possible, with a small amount of internal alterations, to adapt the cargo bays and the space freed up by the disembarking of Lady Kara’s Black Legion, to utilize the troop transports to carry refined Redlazore. The transports are only being employed in a support role now the Legion has secured facilities on the planet’s surface and those roles, I believe, could be entirely transferred to surface bases. I would need to confirm this with Lady Kara, but I do not foresee any major issues.”


  A small smile broke Telos’ hard features. “An elegant if not perfect solution, my lord. Commander Neras has already compiled a report for the Devisee detailing the events leading to the loss of Hermes Station.” Harvik noticed a crocodile smile spread across Neras’ face.


  “Indeed, Claviger,” said Harvik, his tone steady and cool. “The commander is to be congratulated on his efficiency.” Neras’ smile became, if possible, more devious. “I must have words with my own staff who, even with their years of naval experience, are still compiling my own after-action report.” Harvik allowed a glint to enter his eye which wiped the smile from Neras’ face. “I shall endeavor to speak to them about their tardiness in its completion.”


  The exchange between Harvik and the Kem Tak officer was not lost on Telos, who intervened before his aide could rise to the bait. “It is for that very expertise that I have requested your counsel, my lord.” His mollifying tone didn’t fool Harvik for a second. “What steps have you decided would be prudent to prevent any further incursions?”


  Harvik had been waiting for the conversation to turn to this very subject, so his answer was well prepared, though perhaps not what the Claviger had been expecting. “Claviger. Prior to commencement of this operation I, and my staff, pored over this very problem and presented our analysis to Devisee Sidal in person. An analysis which he, as a former naval officer himself...” Harvik gave Neras a pointed look, one which brought a flush of anger to the Kem Tak officer’s grim features. “By restricting our operations to within the Agate system, and not striking at the League bases from which this attack, and no doubt further attacks, will be launched, we are leaving ourselves at a distinct disadvantage. I have no doubt I have sufficient forces to hold the system against any major assault by League naval units. However, if they chose to employ their cruisers and fast attack carriers, as they did in yesterday’s raid, then they play to their strengths and our weaknesses. My heavier units simply do not have the speed to catch them and my lighter units, such as my own light cruisers and destroyers, would be outgunned and easy prey for them.”


  Telos had never been a navy man, as you could tell by the look of confusion on his face. “But what about your maneuver yesterday, which saw you able to ambush the humans?”


  The older K’Tai shrugged his shoulders. “Sheer blind luck, Claviger. I had no way of knowing when or where the humans would decide to strike. I did, however, know they would come. In war, as in everything else in life, some things just cannot be predicted. Yesterday Rig decided to smile on me, and I was fortunate enough to recognize his help. We badly hurt the human carriers. If my staff’s estimates of their fighter losses are anywhere close to the mark, then I very much doubt they can exert any influence in upcoming raids until they have replenished those losses. Those losses themselves, though, tell us something very important about the League commander.” Harvik’s face hardened before he continued. “He was willing to make a cold, brutal decision to sacrifice the lives of those fighters’ crews to save his carriers so they could fight another day. Only a true leader, one who knows this was not a one-off raid but the beginning of a much longer conflict, would have made that decision.” Harvik let out a sigh as he sat back into his comfortable seat. “And that, Claviger, that prospect of a much longer conflict than the one on which we had counted, is going to influence our own future tactics.”


  For a second time, an uncomfortable silence settled on the room, as those present got an inkling that the short, sharp victory Devisee Sidal had sought was spiraling out of control into a more drawn-out affair, a war the K’Tai Imperium could ill afford to fight, given its ongoing conflict with the secessionists.


  #
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  ROBERT MATHESON SAT alone in his day cabin, ignorant of the seemingly never-ending lines of data scrolling on his desktop screen. Instead his mind wandered as LPN Cheetah and the battle-weary ships of Task Force Scorpio flashed through the surging tidal gravity waves of hyper. Robert’s eyes fell upon the chrono mounted on the bulkhead and his mind absently did the math. Considering the battle damage inflicted on his ships, thoughts of the reports he had reviewed in relation to Louise Alderman’s two fast attack carriers made him wince visibly. Scorpio’s transit time back to Doberman had been increased to eight days. Two days more than what it should have been, though that could not be helped. Once they made Doberman, the fleet base’s extensive repair facilities would make good his ship’s damages. As for his casualties, especially the losses the fighter wings had taken, a dark cloud descended on Robert at the thought of the lives which he had been forced to expend to ensure the carriers made it safely out of the trap the K’Tai had so eloquently set for him. With a mental effort, he pushed the memory to the back of his mind. It was not the first time he had lost men and women who had served under him and, unfortunately, it would not be the last.


  For now, though, he needed to lick his wounds. He had caught the K’Tai with their pants down and given them a bloody nose as a result. The light cruiser Admiral Tokarov had been his least damaged hyper-capable vessel, so he had ordered her to drop out of hyper a day into the voyage back to Doberman. Tokarov would sneak back into the Agate system. With any luck, she would make it undetected and settle herself into a position where she could keep a wary eye on the K’Tai. Robert would need whatever intelligence he could gather for his next foray into Agate. His biggest problem was that it took at best six days to transit between the fleet base at Doberman and occupied Agate, the fact put a severe crimp on his ability to plan his next move.


  With a weary hand, Robert halted the flow of reports on his display, calling up instead cartography data for the Agate quadrant. Hunching forward in his seat, he absently rubbed a hand across his chin stubble. Agate was right on the edge of human space. The nearest K’Tai world was virtually the same distance from Agate as Doberman was, six days at high hyper. There was not a single star, nor a single planet, either habitable or not, within a six-day radius. Even with the best will in the world, it was a minimum of a twelve-day turnaround for Robert to return to Doberman, rearm and refuel, before reentering the Agate system. You can’t change the laws of physics, Robert, he said to himself. Looking at the display, the vast emptiness of space struck him; like an irritating itch he couldn’t scratch, the embryo of an idea formed. Only Doberman and its extensive infrastructure could provide the level of logistical support that was the lifeblood of something the size of Eighth Fleet, but Task Force Scorpio was a drop in the ocean in comparison. Its needs could be handled by a much smaller, more flexible setup. A small smile tugged at Robert’s lips.  I may not be able to change the laws of physics, but nobody says I can’t use them to confuse the enemy. You couldn’t change the laws of physics. A ship, any ship, was restricted by its shielding to how fast it could travel through the potentially destructive eddies of hyperspace. Robert ordered his computer to locate Commander Del Mastro and request her to make her way to his cabin; he had an idea he wanted to bounce off his intelligence chief before he put anything on paper. The idea would delay Task Force Scorpio’s return to Agate, but if it worked out, it would come as an awfully big surprise to the K’Tai.
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  DAY THIRTY-EIGHT


  “Six from Point. I’ve got eyes on the cabin. Looks like one adult male sitting on the porch. Couple of kids playing out front. Thermals aren’t giving me a good enough look inside to make out individuals, but there is movement. No sign of K’Tai... Standby. Standby. Another two exiting the cabin. Male and a female. Possibly late teens. The female has a longarm slung over her shoulder. Both are carrying buckets and walking in the direction of the stream we passed last night.” Suarez panned his scope over to the cabin once more and switched back to thermal imagery. There was a lot of interference on his scope, but as best he could tell there were no heat readings registering from inside. The cabin was empty.


  “The cabin’s clear, Boss.”


  Gregory edged up to where Suarez lay in the dense grass, seeing for himself the older man sitting on the porch contentedly watching the two children chasing each other around the small clearing. The gentle breeze carried the sounds of their playful laughter to him. Gregory marveled. Even here, in a world freshly invaded, children found time to play. The reality of war came back to him as he spotted the two teens making their way along the narrow path leading them down to the stream. The rifle over the girl’s shoulder looked out too big for her petite frame. Focusing on it, the soldier recognized it as a K’Tai pulse rifle. Now, where did a teenage girl get her hands on one of those? he thought. Moving across to the boy, he noticed he too was armed. A machine pistol sat in a thigh holster on his right leg. Standard militia issue, if Gregory wasn’t mistaken, but the boy looked too young to have been in the militia, and even if he had been, where was his uniform? Maybe he had discarded it, hoping any K’Tai he ran into would think he was a civilian. Whatever, these questions would have to wait. He was about to lose sight of the teens as they descended into the stream bed.


  “Wu, do you have them?”


  The quiet, controlled voice of the patrol sniper sounded unhurriedly in Gregory’s ear.


  “I’ve got them, Boss, although my view will be obstructed some once they get to the stream proper. You want me to move location?”


  Gregory weighed up his options. Move Wu, and possibly risk his movement being seen and spook everyone, or leave him where he was, with limited views of the teens but able to cover the front of the cabin?


  “No, stay where you are. We’ll take that pair once we’ve secured the cabin.” The sound of the man on the porch calling to the kids reached him on the breeze. With a giggle, the two kids pounded up the steps on to the porch and into the cabin. With a long stretch, the man followed, closing the cabin door behind him. Perfect, thought Gregory. With the porch clear, his team could approach the cabin virtually unobserved. Lady luck was smiling on him today.


  “OK guys, show time. Obo, take Collins and circle around to the rear of the cabin. I’ll sit tight here with Suarez until you’re in position. Wu, what are your two up to?”


  “I’ve lost the girl in the stream bed, but the boy is just sitting on the bank chatting away to her.”


  “Roger. Let’s get a hustle on, people. I want to be inside that cabin and ready to greet that pair by the time they get back.”


  From their position in the lay-up point, Obo and Collins moved swiftly but silently through the belt-high grass, their approach masked by a thick stand of trees. When Obo judged they had circled round far enough, he cut back through the trees until the cabin came into sight. Going to one knee in the lee of a thick tree trunk, he scanned the rear of the cabin.


  “Six from Obo. In position. No movement. Rear door is jammed open with a stool and there’s a bowl on the ground beside it full of dishes.”


  Half-finished chores, thought Gregory, but it had left the way open for a rapid entry through the open door. Lady luck really was on his side today.


  “Wu, status?”


  “No change. Girl unsighted. The boy’s still on the bank chatting away.”


  Gregory felt the familiar surge of adrenalin as his muscles tensed. “OK people, let’s do this!”


  From the wood line to the rear of the cabin, Obo and Collins burst forth, Advanced Combat Rifles up searching for targets as they sprinted hard to cover the open ground. At the front of the cabin, Gregory and Suarez were up and running. In seconds, both pairs had reached their respective doors. Gregory steadied himself, ready to kick the front door in, when without warning the door was flung open and the business end of a ten-millimeter pistol was shoved in his face with such force he staggered backwards, only for a meaty hand to grab his webbing harness and pull him close to a face with a large evil grin.


  “Looking for something, soldier boy?” snarled Dave Carter. Off to one side Suarez tensed, ready to rush the big man.


  “Maybe you should look at your chest and think that one over for a second,” growled Dave, without taking his eyes off Gregory.


  Suarez became very still as his gaze fell upon the bright red dot sitting perfectly level slightly above his heart.


  “She never misses,” Dave said, matter of fact. “Place your weapon on the floor and move away from it. Slowly, now. You wouldn’t want her to get twitchy.”


  With exaggerated slowness, Suarez bent and placed his ACR on the wooden porch before taking a step back from it.


  Gregory was finding it hard to concentrate with the muzzle of the pistol screwed into his face. Where the hell were Obo and Collins? They should be inside by now. The evil grin on Dave’s face got wider, as if he knew exactly what Gregory was thinking.


  “Your two friends really should be more careful and take the time to look up when they try to come through a door. You never know who will be sitting in a rafter with a stun baton. Boy, are they going to wake up with a headache.”


  “What about Wu?” Gregory managed to get out.


  The muzzle pushed harder into his cheek, forcing his head around. Walking slowly up the path from the stream was Wu, hands clasped on top of his head, the machine pistol-wielding teenage boy behind him, Wu’s sniper rifle slung over his shoulder.


  Gregory couldn’t believe it. His whole team had been taken out by a bunch of civilians, two of them teenagers. Who the hell were these people?


  Dave spared a quick glance at the ACR lying at Suarez’s feet. “Advanced Combat Rifles, not M89s, so you’re army, not marines. There ain’t no regular army on Agate, just militia, and they’re not equipped with those pretty little rifles of yours. Now why don’t you tell me what brings you and your team all the way out here, Captain?”


  Before Gregory could answer, a whistling Kyle strolled around the corner of the cabin. swinging the stun baton jauntily in his hand. Seeing Dave had the situation under control, he headed over to help Chris with Wu. Gregory canted his head in Kyle’s direction. “I’m looking for him.”


  The incredulous look crossing Dave’s face at Gregory’s answer caused the captain to expand on his explanation.


  “Our primary mission is to scout K’Tai ground defenses. We were told this cabin would make a good base of operations.” When Gregory hesitated, Dave gave him a none too gentle prod with his weapon.


  “Go on, Captain.”


  “If, on arrival at the cabin, Kyle Henderson was present, we were to secure him and at the first opportunity, signal for his retrieval. We were also to attempt to contact two assets. I was never told their names or shown their pictures, but I was assured if we located Kyle Henderson, then they would be with him.”


  There was only one person in the galaxy who had the pull to get a clause like that put into anybody’s orders. Maddix Henderson. The old man was still looking out for the boy. You had to admire the lengths the old coot would go to. As for the ‘assets,’? The soldier was clearly looking for Dave! Dave slackened his grip on Gregory and although the muzzle was no longer shoved in his face, it still wavered at eye level. Gregory’s brain went into conflict resolution mode.


  “Perhaps, sir, I should introduce myself properly, since we’re both obviously on the same side. I’m Captain Simon Gregory, Pathfinder Platoon, Fifth Long Range Reconnaissance Group.” Gregory nodded toward Suarez. “That’s Corporal Suarez, patrol medic. The boy has my sniper, Corporal Wu, and the two that Mr. Henderson introduced himself to at the back door are Sergeant Obo, my second in command and demolitions expert, and Corporal Collins, communications and systems tech. Now you know who we are; it would only be polite to return the favor.”


  Dave mumbled something under his breath before he released his grip on Gregory, although the deadly ten-millimeter pistol remained blatantly obvious.


  “Name’s Dave Carter. That’s my son Chris with your man Wu.” Dave gave a sharp whistle which echoed off the trees. Instantly the red laser dot on Suarez’s chest disappeared.


  “My daughter, Jodee, took down your sniper. Looks like you already know Kyle. That leaves Jacob and the twins, Lin and Shen.”


  “Well, sir...” began Gregory, before Dave stopped him with a raised hand.


  “Call me Dave.”


  “Eh, Dave. You certainly got one over on my team and me, but we’re the professionals here and I have a job to do, so if you don’t mind...”


  Dave’s face hardened and his fingers flexed on his gun’s grip. “Captain. I remind you, you’re on my property and I just kicked your butts without breaking a sweat. I advise you to choose your next words very carefully.”


  Jacob appeared behind Dave, and he could sense the tension in the air. “Hey, Dave? Maybe we should ratchet this down a notch. Captain? Why don’t you go check on your two guys out back, I think they’re starting to come around and we wouldn’t want any misunderstandings, would we?”


  Gregory looked from Dave’s hard face to Jacob and gave him a curt nod. The man was right, a little cooling off period was called for. He had somehow inadvertently insulted Dave, and now was not the time to push the issue.


  “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Carter.”


  Dave kept his peace as the three soldiers collected their gear and headed to the back of the cabin to check on their comrades. Jodee came jogging along the track, the oversized K’Tai pulse rifle in her hands and a blinding smile on her lips. For a second Dave thought he was looking at Sue, so striking was the resemblance between them. The familiar ache filled his heart as he wondered what fate had befallen his wife and mother of his children. Jodee had reached the walking pair of Kyle and Chris and, without slowing her steady jog, she swatted Kyle across his rear end. The wounded Kyle broke into a run to catch her, but it was obvious she was going to reach the safety of her father first. Dave raised both arms high in the air.


  “No safety here, young lady. You started it.”


  Disappointment flashed in her eyes before she picked up the pace and veered off in the direction of a thick stand of trees. Kyle, seeing the unexpected change of direction, picked up his pace as well, his longer stride rapidly closing the distance. Jodee managed to reach the woods first and disappeared, Kyle hot on her heels. Jacob rested a hand on Dave’s shoulder.


  “I feel your pain,” he said with barely concealed laughter.


  “Laugh all you want, Jacob, you’ve got this to come.”


  The two men shared a light-hearted moment before Jacob became serious again. “What are we going to do about our guests?”


  Dave paused before answering. Kyle and Jodee seemed so happy. It would break her heart if Gregory and his men took Kyle away from her. On the other hand, allowing the soldiers to operate from the cabin risked bringing the K’Tai to their doorstep. A part of Gregory’s mission was to ensure the safety of Kyle, but, Dave could protect Kyle better than any Pathfinder Patrol . Maddix Henderson had offered to relocate the Carters to Agate on the proviso that Dave agreed to take a year-long contract as a ‘corporate security adviser’ and watch over Kyle as he took his first tentative steps in the big, bad world, before taking his place at the head of the Henderson Shipping empire. It was an offer Dave and Sue would find hard to refuse. A ridiculously well-paid job for Dave with housing and schooling benefits. A free hand to do whatever he thought prudent regarding the safety of young Kyle. Money was no object. And, most importantly, it was a chance for Dave and Sue to put their former lives behind them and start afresh.


  Thinking back on it now, Sue had urged him to take Maddix’s offer, and Jodee hadn’t put up the slightest protest when the family discussed moving from a busy, technically advanced world to one on the fringes of human space. Dave shook his head slowly. He’d been blinded to the signs. Oh, well. What happened in the past was in the past. Now he was back to being an ‘asset’.


  “Perhaps I should have a chat with our new friends,” said Dave.


  Jacob patted his shoulder. “That’s the spirit, Dave. Just try not to kill them, OK?”


  A reluctant smile tugged at Dave’s lips. “I can’t promise anything.”


  Chris had been waiting patiently off to one side, not wanting to intrude on the two older men’s interaction. Now it was over, he spoke up.


  “Dad. Now the soldiers are here, maybe we should help them.” The trademark Carter lopsided grin creased the younger Carter’s face. “If we can take them that easy, then they could sure do with our help.”


  “From the mouths of babes,” stage-whispered Jacob as he turned and went back into the cabin to check on the twins.


  #
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  DAVE CAME AROUND THE rear corner of the cabin to find Wu standing guard, sniper rifle cradled in his arms. Suarez, meanwhile, was running a handheld medwand over the two men while Gregory looked on with obvious concern. Well, at least he cares about his men, thought Dave. “Don’t worry, Captain, they’ll be fine. The stun baton Kyle used will keep them out for another few minutes and they’ll wake up with the biggest headache ever. A couple of Numall and they’ll be right as rain.”


  Suarez touched the medwand to his jacket’s integrated wrist comm, which confirmed Dave’s prognosis. “Go get your gear, Suarez. Wu. Cover him.” Retrieving his ACR, Suarez headed off to where the patrol had hidden their packs prior to their failed assault on the cabin; Wu angled off to one side, looking for a suitable position to provide over watch. Gregory remained alone with Dave and the two unconscious soldiers. Both men regarded each other, unsure of how to go on.


  Gregory broke the uneasy silence. “I take it you are one of the ‘assets’ I was told would be accompanying Kyle?”


  Dave rested one hand casually on his holstered pistol, tilting his head up and closing his eyes as he enjoyed the warmth of the summer sun. With a small sigh, he released the tabs of his form-fitting smart weave jacket and slipped it off. The smart weave may have been designed to keep the wearer cool in hot weather, but Dave still preferred the feel of a cooling breeze against his skin. Gregory was still waiting patiently for an answer, so Dave gave him one. “I’m nobody’s ‘asset,’ Captain. Kyle Henderson is as close to family as it comes and...” Dave felt the first tugs of a smile at the side of his mouth. “If he and Jodee get their way, he may very well be family.”


  “So where does that leave us, Dave? My mission parameters are pretty clear regarding Kyle,” stated Gregory.


  “You try and take Kyle against his will and I’ll be the least of your worries, believe me. Ask your man Wu. My daughter has been hunting since she was big enough to carry her first gun. I reckon there’s every chance she could take all your guys single-handed before you get two klicks.”


  Gregory held both hands up in supplication. “Dave, I have no intention of forcing Kyle to do anything. If he wants to stay, it’s fine by me. Personally, I thought the whole idea was a crock of shit to start with. How was I meant to do my job while looking after some spoiled rich kid?”


  “That spoiled rich kid took down two of your best men with nothing more than a stun baton,” Dave reminded him.


  A low grunt came from the sitting Obo. “Damn dirty trick was all.”


  Gregory knelt beside his groggy sergeant. “Glad to see you’re back with us.”


  Obo tried to force his eyes open, but the wave of dizziness washing over him made him changed his mind. “Any chance of some water, Boss? I feel like a rabid mule kicked me in the head then pissed down my neck.”


  Dave stepped over to the bowl of dishes and retrieved a cup, which he filled with cold water from the faucet located by the back door before touching it to Obo’s lips.


  “Thanks,” mumbled the sergeant after sipping some. Slowly this time, he cracked his eyelids. His vision was clearer than before. The face of Gregory swam into focus, but behind the captain was a large shadow, still fuzzy with only the outstretched arm holding the cup clearly visible. Peeking out from underneath the cropped sleeves of the t-shirt was the bottom of a tattoo. Obo forced his eyes to work as he followed the outline of the image. Two sandaled feet. Black baggy-clothed legs. The tip of a sword. Obo wracked his brain. He had seen that tattoo before. The stun baton’s effects were wearing off, and the cogs in his brain were spinning faster now. Where the hell had he seen that damned tattoo?


  Dave was bending over Obo; the sergeant’s eyes were thin slits and his mouth was working like he was trying to say something, but it wouldn’t come out. Gregory leaned in closer to hear the sergeant’s whispered words, putting his ear against his friend’s mouth.


  “Obo, speak up, I can’t hear you.”


  Curiosity got the better of Dave, as he too leaned in to hear what Obo was trying to say. In a flash, the soldier’s eyes opened wide, a vice-like grip holding Dave’s hand in place as Obo’s other hand slipped up Dave’s arm, pushing the shirt sleeve away to completely reveal the tattoo. A figure clad in black, the face covered so only the eyes were visible, and a Japanese curved sword held in both hands ready to strike.


  “I knew it!” cried Obo, dropping all feign of sluggishness.


  Dave pulled his arm roughly, springing back from Obo like a scalded cat. Obo braced himself against the cabin’s wall, coming to his feet, a thick index finger pointing at Dave. “You’re a fucking Ninja!”


  Gregory spun to face Dave, eyes wide, accusation written all over his face.


  Well, the cat is well and truly out of the bag now, thought Dave. “Perhaps we should start again. Major Dave Carter. Chief Instructor. Joint Special Warfare Course. Retired.”


  Gregory struggled to make sense of Dave’s words. His brain demanded answers to a thousand unasked questions, though, his most prevalent thought was what was a Black Ops soldier... no... the Black Ops soldier of all Black Ops soldiers, doing on a backwater planet like Agate? Protecting a rich kid like Kyle Henderson as if he was his own first-born son? The best his racing mind could come up with was, “Holy shit!”


  The lopsided grin that spread across Dave’s face only made the scene more farcical. “I couldn’t have put it any better myself, Captain Gregory.”


  The Pathfinder captain’s mouth was now catching up with his brain, and he began to recover from the shock of meeting a member...correction... ex-member of the Special Operations Regiment in the flesh. “Sir, please excuse any assumptions I and my men may have made regarding your abilities and professionalism. I, of course, had no way of knowing your past... eh... area of expertise.”


  “No offense taken, Captain. Perhaps I should pull the stick out of my ass as well. I appreciate you are here to do a job, and considering the situation we find ourselves in, I’m pretty sure I once swore an oath to protect the League from all enemies, foreign and domestic.” A sardonic chuckle rose in his throat. “And I’m pretty sure the K’Tai fall into the foreign category.”


  A soft groan came from Collins, reminding the standing men he was still sat on the ground, suffering the effects of Kyle’s stun baton. “Why doesn’t Sergeant Obo here stay with our stirring sleeping beauty here while I take you inside? I think I may have something that will interest you.”


  With a nod toward the slumped figure of Collins, Gregory followed Dave into the cabin, while Obo retrieved his cup and fetched some water for the rousing soldier. Entering the cabin, Gregory was immediately struck by how much cooler it was, before he had to jump to one side as two racing children barged past him, intent on seeing who could make it to the front door first.


  “That’s Lin and Shen. Jacob rescued them after the K’Tai killed their parents,” explained Dave.


  At the mention of his name, Jacob appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, a quizzical expression on his face. “You two kids playing nice?”


  “I think the Captain and I are about to come to an understanding,” replied Dave as he continued down the narrow hall that led to the bedrooms. About halfway down the hall, Dave halted next to a nondescript door. Running his forearm up a portion of door frame, the biometric lock recognized Dave’s individual signal and popped the heavy lock open. At the sight of Gregory’s raised eyebrow, Dave held up a hand, forestalling any questions and pushing the door open fully, an act which triggered automatic lighting revealing a set of wide, steep downward stairs—made of permacrete, if Gregory was not mistaken.


  Gregory followed Dave down the steps, the entrance door swinging closed behind him. The sound of the heavy lock reengaging reminded Gregory of being sealed in a tomb. Reaching the bottom of the steps, Gregory saw for the first time the true extent of the windowless basement. It must have covered the entire footprint of the building above, as it was easily 300 square meters. One longitudinal wall was covered in gently humming stainless steel refrigerators and freezers, while the opposite wall held racks of dried foodstuffs. Gregory’s eyes widened as he took in the sight of a fully automated medbed at the far end of the basement, situated in front of a dozen or so hermetically sealed containers.


  “That medbed probably cost as much as the rest of the cabin put together. It can handle anything from a simple cut through broken bones and complex surgery,” explained Dave.


  “Collins will go nuts when he sees this,” gasped Gregory.


  That lopsided grin appeared on Dave’s face again as he walked to the far end of the basement and leaned against an immense work bench, roughly three meters on each side. “Let me introduce you to the Totszchek-Yajima DAFU 280. DAFU being Design and Fabrication Unit.” Dave tapped a control on the flat glazed top and after a few moments of humming to itself, the machine came to life. The holographic emblem of the Totszchek-Yajima corporation revolved slowly in midair above the tables center. “This little baby can build anything you care to mention. All you have to do is supply the base elements, which...” Dave pointed down at the floor. “I like to think I have an ample supply stored in the sub-basement below us. If it doesn’t have the design in its memory, you can either program it by hand or, if it’s a one off, design your item from scratch. This unit has had all the standard safety protocols removed, so it will happily build any weapon system you care to mention.”


  Gregory’s mind was already churning with the myriad of possibilities the DAFU presented. The Pathfinder patrol only carried limited munitions, enough for a thirty-day op without resupply. The DAFU before him represented an endless supply of anything he might need to carry out not only his reconnaissance mission, but also to fight an all-out guerrilla war if he chose to.


  “Oh, and just in case you are in a bit of a hurry.” Dave approached the row of plasteel cabinets arrayed along the far wall, each popping open in turn as they recognized his biometrics. Gregory’s face as he viewed the contents was akin to a child on Christmas morning. Two cabinets were stocked with CAR 56 assault rifles, Advanced Combat Rifles, PIN pistols, all with neat rows of pre-loaded charge units and magazines. The next couple held what looked remarkably like boxes of anti-personnel and anti-armor mines. The final cabinet bore a stack of sealed boxes emblazoned with a small skull and crossed bones.


  “Holy crap, Dave, is that what I think it is?”


  “You better believe it. Tyrenol Three. A single kilogram is enough to level a single city block.”


  Gregory looked in wonder at the cabinets brimming with munitions. Forget a guerrilla war; with what was in these cabinets, Gregory could equip a small army. Recovering from his surprise, he looked over at the smiling Dave perched on top of the DAFU.


  “So, I take it this is the other ‘asset’ I was briefed on.”


  Like a thundercloud had passed in front of the sun, Dave’s face went from childish delight to pained grief in a second. “No. The ‘asset’ is... unaccounted for.”


  Whatever the other ‘asset’ was, it was obvious to Gregory he had touched a raw nerve. Best leave that conversation for another day, thought Gregory. As quickly as it had appeared, the cloud over Dave disappeared as he jumped down from the DAFU.


  “Why don’t we get your men down here? We’re a bit short of space in the main cabin, but there’s plenty of room down here for them to bunk down, and I’ll bet my last credit that the DAFU has the design for camp cots in its memory banks. Once you get set up, why don’t we have a talk about where we go from here?”


  Gregory nodded his agreement and both men headed back upstairs, the weapons cabinets snapping closed, the DAFU powering down and the overhead lights going off as they noted Dave’s biometric signature leaving the basement.
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  THE CABIN’S DINING room table played host to the ad hoc council of war as the sun dipped below the horizon, plunging the surrounding forest into deep, inky black darkness. Dave sat at its head, with Kyle on his right and Jacob to his left. Moving down the table, Chris and Jodee sat opposite each other; Jodee inevitably chose the seat beside Kyle, and her closeness to the young man caused a momentary frown to crease Dave’s forehead, before he dismissed it as something he would have to accept.


  The seat at the far end of the table was occupied by the leader of their guests. Gregory hid his discomfort well at what was tantamount to an interrogation, though, Dave had spotted the occasional stroking of his chin stubble with his right hand during the past half hour, as the soldier had been literally bombarded by questions from those seated at the table as to his mission and his bosses’ plans on what they intended to do about the K’Tai. Gregory’s revelation that there had been a marine battalion based at Fort Sheridan explained his and Kyle’s run-in with the female colonel, though whether the battalion or remnants of it had survived the K’Tai invasion was an unanswered question. Dave filed the tell-tale away for another day; whatever sympathy he felt for the captain’s current predicament came a very distant second to keeping his family safe. Dave decided it was time to call a halt to the soldier’s misery by cutting directly to the chase.


  “Look, Captain, the way I see it, the first part of your mission is a partial success. You’ve located Kyle and he’s safe and sound.” Dave tried to ignore the way Jodee gently stroked Kyle’s arm reassuringly. The smirk on Jacob’s face, however, only got the large man a deep scowl that had the effect of changing the smirk into a wide smile. Dave pretended to ignore him and fixed his gaze on Gregory.


  “As for getting Kyle off planet, I would suggest you have a better chance of walking on water than separating him from Jodee.” Dave gave his daughter a pointed look. “No matter how much I would like to see it happen.”


  For her part, Jodee stuck a petulant tongue out at her father, snuggling even closer to Kyle.


  “The question is, where do we go from here?” Dave looked at the now serious faces surrounding the table before continuing. “I think we all agree it makes common sense for your team to use the cabin as a base. It has all the facilities you could possibly need.” Dave’s statement led to a series of nods from those present, especially Gregory, whose men were already making good use of the basement area.


  “Unfortunately, the use of the cabin as a base of operations brings with it risks.” Dave’s toneless voice was free of emotion as he stated a simple fact.


  The Pathfinder officer’s features similarly showed no emotion. “A fact my men and I fully appreciate, Dave. We will do our damnedest to keep those risks to a minimum but, and I’m sure you have already considered this, I cannot guarantee at some point, through no fault of anyone, that the K’Tai won’t stumble upon this place.”


  Gregory’s words led to a hushed silence around the table as each person considered the implications of the K’Tai finding their safe haven. If they were forced to flee, then they would only have whatever they could carry on their backs to aid in their survival until the forces of the League could retake Agate from the K’Tai. And the prospect of that happening anytime soon was, as Gregory had been at pains to explain, not likely. The Carters and their adopted family were on their own for the foreseeable future.


  Dave broke the awkward silence. “I think we all appreciate the risks involved and are willing to take them.” Again, the nods of agreement. “Now, I gather, you intend to contact the surviving marines, correct?”


  “Correct,” replied Gregory. “My plan is to sweep toward the outskirts of Gemini City in a series of extended patrols, mapping any K’Tai defenses and bases as I go. If I come across any cohesive units of marines or militia, then we’ll liaise with them and see what sort of effective opposition we can establish.”


  “You mean guerrilla war,” said Kyle.


  Gregory pointed a finger at the young man. “Exactly. We nibble away at them down here while the navy do the same thing from above. Target supply and ammunition depots. The spaceport. The power, water, and food supplies. We make life as uncomfortable for them as possible.”


  A loud harrumph came from Chris, causing heads to turn in his direction. “Yeah, and we all know who pays the price for your actions, don’t we? I’ve read my history. It’s always the civilians who pay the price.”


  Gregory opened his mouth to answer, but Dave beat him to it. “Enough, Chris.” In a softer voice, he went on. “This isn’t some history text we’re in here. Make no mistake, this is war. The real thing, not some abstract moment from the past. The K’Tai have killed your friends. Killed Jacob’s wife and son. Killed the twins’ parents, and God knows what’s happened to your mother.” At the mention of his mother, Chris’ head bowed down, determined his father would not see the glint of unwept tears clouding his vision. “We need to stand up to the K’Tai, Chris. Captain Gregory is a soldier and he intends to do his duty. I know this is all coming at you pretty fast, son, and I wish I had more time to let you grow up and learn how to be an adult a bit at a time, but the K’Tai invasion put paid to that. You are a citizen of the League, and as such, you have a duty to defend the League.”


  “I know, dad.” Chris’ voice was soft and tremulous. “I just wish mom was here with us.”


  Dave got up and went around to his son, hugging him. “I know, son. So do I.” Where the hell are you, Sue?
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  DAY FORTY


  Colonel Reynolds approached the edge of the wood line cautiously. There was no indication of K’Tai presence; however, years of being a marine had taught her just because you couldn’t see something didn’t mean it wasn’t lying in ambush awaiting the unwary.


  For weeks now, Reynolds had been trying to contact elements of her scattered command to get a better idea of her fighting strength. Her orders under Plan Shadow had been a double-edged sword. Yes, it had managed to save the vast majority of the battalion from either being killed or captured by the enemy, but by effectively scattering them to the wind, it had lost any chance of retaining a working command and control mechanism. Knowing the enemy would be monitoring communications frequencies, if anyone was stupid enough to broadcast, it was a slam dunk their position would be identified and targeted for destruction from either the enemy ships in low orbit, a drone or aero fighter strike, or a good old-fashioned ground assault. Whatever method the K’Tai chose, a stray transmission was as good as signing their own death warrant. Hence, the remnants of the battalion were under strict orders not to use any form of electronic communications. That left her only one reliable method, a method that harked back to preindustrial warfare. The runner.


  A single marine, with the most basic of equipment, would physically carry an encoded communications chip and make his way on foot from Reynolds’ headquarters in the Scraggy Mountains to the predetermined location of each of her platoons. According to Plan Shadow, each of the sixteen platoons should have made their way to its designated operational zone and hunkered down, avoiding all contact with either the enemy or the civilian population. If, after thirty days, they had not received orders to the contrary, then they were to begin independent guerrilla-style operations to inflict maximum casualties and disruption to the K’Tai. The tactic was as old as warfare itself, but it had shown itself time and time again, throughout history, to be effective. It might not win the war, but Reynolds and her marines were determined to make themselves as troublesome as possible.


  In the past five weeks, Reynolds had managed to establish contact with seven platoons through her network of runners. Of those, four were still at full strength, although short on supplies. Three platoons, in what she was realizing may have been a folly in her own planning, had instigated action against the enemy. A few ambushes of enemy patrols had secured them much needed supplies and the odd heavy weapon, but these few successes had come at a heavy cost. The enemy had flooded the areas around these attacks with ground troops and air power. Anything that moved was targeted and swiftly received an enemy missile. From the patchy reports reaching her, the marines had only taken light casualties, but the enemy had made no effort to discriminate between her marines and the local civilian population. Hundreds of innocents were reported killed or injured. More ominously, the enemy were rounding up entire families where there was even the barest suspicion that they had colluded with the marines. Although she was unable to confirm it, Reynolds had little doubt as to the civilians’ fate: the re-education camps. Rumors abounded as to the purpose of these camps; however, one thing was certain. Once a person entered a camp, they were never seen nor heard of again.


  Now, though, the enemy appeared to have changed tactics on her. For over a week now, she had received no reports from anywhere west of the Scraggy River. Three runners had been dispatched, but only one had returned, and his report was troubling enough that Reynolds had decided to venture out of her mountain headquarters and verify the information for herself. A tap on the side of her optics magnified the image and brought the ugly scar through what should have been beautiful pristine green forest into stark clarity. By Reynolds’ estimation, an area a kilometer across and extending north and south as far as the undulating terrain allowed her to see had been cleared of all living foliage. What had, up until a few days ago, been wild hinterland, was now a desolate, barren, ugly scar.


  “You have been busy little bees, haven't you?” Said Reynolds.


  “Sorry, ma’am, did you say something?” asked Captain Ashgrove. His reconnaissance platoon marines made up the majority of Reynolds’ runners, so it was hardly a surprise when he volunteered to accompany her with another couple of marines to act as escort. Reynolds understood Ashgrove was probably more anxious than she to find out the fate of the missing marines.


  Before Reynolds could repeat herself, the fifth member of the small party spoke up. “Surely you recognize a kill zone when you see one, Captain,” said Sue as she continued to scan the waste ground in front of her through her own optics. Reynolds decided to hold comment as once more, this woman who continued to insist she was nothing more than a school teacher with a passing interest in the study of historical conflicts, grasped the realities of the tactical situation before a graduate of the marine officer academy.


  A satisfied “Ah-ha” emanated from Sue as her raised optics halted their methodical scanning, focusing in on a single point.


  “What have you got, Sue?” queried Reynolds.


  “Five o’clock. 350 meters. Large brown boulder.”


  Reynolds focused in on the object Sue had indicated. There was the boulder; however, there didn’t appear to be anything different about this particular boulder that separated it out from the hundreds of others along this stretch of ground.


  Ashgrove had also located the boulder and, perhaps due to the earlier embarrassment of a civilian, never mind a school teacher, pointing out an obvious kill zone in front of his commanding officer, he decided to put Sue back in her place.


  “Well done, school teacher, you have correctly identified a lump of rock.”


  The retort dripped with smug sarcasm. Nevertheless, it washed over Sue and fell away like the water off a duck back. Without removing her eyes from the optics, she replied in a tone free of any emotion.


  “So how many rocks where you come from have sensor antennas on top of them, Captain?”


  Catching the anger-filled glare Ashgrove was giving the unaware, or more correctly, uncaring Sue, Reynolds made a mental note to have a quiet word with the pair of them separately. For Ashgrove, it would mean a mentoring discussion on the proper etiquette and standards expected of an officer of marines.


  Sue, however, would require a more tactful approach. True, the school teacher was now technically a serving marine and followed the colonel’s orders, although she continued to think and act like a civilian, possibly in a none too subtle protest at being drafted. Nevertheless, Reynolds couldn’t allow this ongoing feud between Sue and the commander of the Recce Platoon to continue to simmer away. Inevitably it was going to boil over, and Reynolds didn’t need fractures in the chain of command.


  Reynolds let an exaggerated sigh out before she spoke. “Can it, the pair of you. Right now we have more pressing problems, like how we get to the other side of this kill zone.”


  The small group lapsed into silence as they searched for an answer. After a few minutes of head scratching, Sue was the first to speak her thoughts. “Naked.”


  “Excuse me!” Ashgrove spluttered.


  Sue’s face took on a mock offended expression. “Captain. I’m a married woman, how dare you have those thoughts about me.” In response, Ashgrove’s mouth dropped open, cheeks flushing scarlet with embarrassment while the marine desperately tried to find something of interest in the kill zone to focus his eyes on. Sue grinned wickedly while sharing a conspiratorial wink with Reynolds. The pinched expression on Reynolds’ face was enough of an indicator to Sue that she was taxing the colonel’s patience, so, she explained herself.


  “The kill zone’s sensors are most probably calculated to detect electronic signatures. The sort of stuff that all our gear, be that weapons or wrist comms, give out. Once they detect an electronic signature, they target it and call in a drone or aero fighter strike.”


  “What makes you think the sensors react to electronic signatures? The sensors could just as well be triggered by infrared,” argued Reynolds.


  Sue gestured to the broken and scarred area in front of them. “Do you see any animal corpses?”


  Ashgrove’s head bobbed in a tight nod of agreement. “Even though it pains me to agree with her, ma’am, she’s right. There are no animal carcasses anywhere to be seen. It certainly fits the facts as I see them.”


  “Still, that doesn’t help us. Virtually every piece of equipment we carry has a piece of electronics in it, even our combat clothing.” Reynolds tapped the integrated wrist comm of her camouflaged jacket to emphasize her point.


  “Exactly my point,” said Sue. “The K’Tai are as reliant on technology as we are, so if we want to get across to the other side of the kill zone and link up with your platoons beyond, we need to shed anything that gives off even the weakest electronic signature. No computer assisted weapons. No comms. Nothing that could possibly alert the K’Tai sensors to our presence. As I said, we go naked.”


  Reynolds found it hard to fault Sue’s argument. If, and it was a big if, the K’Tai sensors only reacted to electronic triggers, then whoever went across the kill zone would have to be unarmed and shed every piece of equipment that made the modern fighting marine one of the most efficient killing machines known to man. Out of the corner of her eye she caught Sue stripping off the camouflage jacket that she had been issued, before unzipping the top of the small pack she had been carrying and retrieving the battered, multi-pocketed jacket that she had originally been wearing when she had first been brought unconscious to the marines’ mountain retreat. Sue slipped the jacket on and patted its pockets like someone greeting an old friend. Delving into the pack once more, her hands emerged holding a handmade scabbard attached to a belt, which Sue affixed around her waist. The scabbard held a wicked-looking bayonet from a K’Tai pulse rifle. Finally, Sue slipped her own wrist comm off and put it into the pack before standing fully up and surveying the kill zone.


  “And where do you think you are going?” demanded Reynolds, even though she already knew the answer.


  Sue looked down at the colonel, a weak smile tugging at her lips. “Look, Colonel, it’s been fun, but my family is on the other side of that, and neither you nor the K’Tai are going to stop me getting to them. Not this time.”


  Reynolds came to her feet angrily and blocked Sue’s path. “Now you listen to me, marine. I order you to stand down!”


  “I think we can both drop the pretense now, don’t you, Colonel? I’m no marine and never have been.”


  Reynolds’ false bluster dissipated like a thin mist on a strong breeze. “How long have you known?”


  “Oh, probably about ten minutes after you pulled your little charade.” Sue let out a short snorting laugh. “I have to admit, though, it was quick thinking on your part. It gave me enough time to consider my actions, and you were right. If I had left then, there was every chance the K’Tai could have found your headquarters, so it was the right call. Now, though...” Sue gestured to the boulder-strewn corridor in front of them. “Things have changed. You need to get in touch with your marines on that side and I need to find my family. Why don’t we strike a deal?”


  Sue owed Reynolds nothing, and Reynolds was surprised enough by her offer that she wanted to know more. “I’m listening.”


  “I’ll agree to take one of your marines with me. I’ll make sure they make it safely to one of your cut-off platoons, then I’m done. I go my way and you go yours. What do you say?”


  Reynolds’ mouth opened to reply as a large shadow fell over her.


  “I’ll volunteer, ma’am,” came a deep, nasal voice.


  Reynolds turned to be confronted by the sight of Marine DeWitt placing down his M89, which looked like a toy in his massive hands, on the ground, to begin stripping off his gear. Reynolds looked across to Ashgrove, who had remained silent during the colonel and Sue’s conversation. “DeWitt is one of my best men, ma’am.”


  “Very well.” Reynolds held out her hand and Sue grasped it. “Good luck, Sue.”


  “Piece of cake,” replied Sue confidently. “You ready, DeWitt?”


  The man mountain that was DeWitt grumbled something which Sue took as a yes. A hand touched her elbow, causing her to pause. Turning, she found the restraining hand belonged to Ashgrove.


  “Stay frosty, school teacher.” For once there was no hint of anything but sincerity in the captain’s voice.


  “Don’t you worry your pretty little head, Captain.” Sue leaned in close to Ashgrove’s ear so only he could hear her. “I wasn’t always a school teacher, you know.”


  A genuine laugh escaped the marine. “No shit.”


  #
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  YET ANOTHER UNSEEN sharp branch poked Sue as she slithered across the expanse of wasted forest, another bruise to join the myriad she had accumulated. The analogy of some giant tornado cutting a swath through what had once been green and pleasant woodland was the closest Sue could get to describing the K’Tai kill zone she and DeWitt were crawling across on their bellies.


  Whatever the defoliant agent the K’Tai had used to carve out the kill zone, it had not only stripped the trees of their greenery; it had rapidly withered the roots, and caused trees standing tall and proud for centuries to collapse on top of each other, forming a tangled weave of rotting branches which caught at clothing and scratched at bare skin. Sue might have been convinced that the sensor pod she had spotted, disguised as a boulder, reacted to electronic emissions, but she refused to bet her life on it. Hence, she and DeWitt were on their belt buckles to keep their profiles as low as possible, using the fallen trees to shield themselves from the sensor pod’s unblinking eyes. An hour of lever yourself up on your elbows. Hinge the body forward a handful of centimeters. Lower the body. Drag the elbows forward. Lever the body up. Hinge the body forward another few precious centimeters. And repeat. And repeat. And repeat. Salty sweat constantly dripping into your eyes. Tortured muscles protesting. Slowly but surely, they progressed across the kill zone until, after an eternity, Sue then DeWitt reached the safety of the vibrant green forest on the other side.


  Rolling on to her back on the soft grass, Sue closed her eyes, limbs akimbo as she stretched her stiff muscles. DeWitt chose the alternate method, standing on tip toes, arms reaching high above his head before swinging them in wide circles. After a few moments Sue rolled on her knees; reaching into the breast pocket of her jacket, she retrieved a polished mirror from the small marine-issue survival kit she had liberated from the stores back at the mountain retreat.


  Facing back the way she had come, Sue angled the mirror so it caught the sun, once, twice, three times. From Captain Ashgrove came an answering double flash, acknowledging the fact she and DeWitt had made it safely across the kill zone and were proceeding to the area the closest platoon was supposed to be operating from. The fact each platoon was given very loose guidelines on conducting operations against the K’Tai was going to prove a bit of a headache for Sue and DeWitt when it came to tracking them down. Both Sue and DeWitt had memorized the locations of the supply caches that had been set up in each of the missing platoons’ Area of Responsibility; however, Reynolds’ orders to the platoon commanders had been intentionally broad in scope, for there was no way to predict how many, if any, of the platoons would manage to evade the K’Tai and survive long enough to reach their AORs.


  Securing the mirror in her pocket, Sue turned to DeWitt, whose shovel-like hands made the button compass sitting in his open palm look even smaller than it was. Sue involuntarily shrugged her shoulders at the obvious ridiculous nature of the situation. Here they were, humanity, among the most technologically advanced societies in the known galaxy, and they were forced to rely on polished mirrors for communications, a magnetic compass no bigger than an acorn for navigation, and knives for weapons. They may as well have been back in Roman times.


  “Six klicks to the cache.” DeWitt raised his head from the compass to the lowering sun. “Maybe three, four hours of daylight left. We should easily be able to reach the cache and set up an observation post before dark.”


  “Agreed,” said Sue. “Let’s be on our way, then.”


  The plan agreed upon with Colonel Reynolds was to visit the three nearest AORs, the furthest of which was roughly thirty kilometers from the Carters’ cabin. Sue and DeWitt would observe each cache for a twenty-four-hour period and, if it was not visited by the marine platoon designated to operate within that AOR by the end of the twenty-four-hours, then DeWitt carried with him handwritten orders from Reynolds which they would bury with the cache, instructing the platoon to make its way to the area where Sue and DeWitt had crossed the kill zone. Marines from the battalion’s Recce Platoon would keep a permanent lookout on that stretch of the kill zone ready to make contact directly with the surviving members of the battalion.


  A great plan in principle, thought DeWitt, but he was under no illusions that Sue had every intention of abiding to her deal with Colonel Reynolds and accompanying him to all three of the battalion’s caches; however, once the last cache had been visited, Sue would be free to head for the cabin and, God willing, be reunited with her family.


  DeWitt checked the compass bearing one more time before plunging into the thick forest, Sue following a few paces behind, head and eyes in constant motion as she sought to filter out the natural noises of the resident animals while searching for anything which would indicate the presence of K’Tai. It was going to be a long and testing next few days.


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    


  

A Stain on My Honor
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  DAY FORTY-SEVEN


  At the first cache, there had been definite signs that the marines of the 182nd  Battalion were still operational. The entire place was swarming with K’Tai troops! Armored flitters, aero fighters and unmanned drones. They even had ground troops forming up skirmish lines and checking every likely hiding place by eye. DeWitt had explained that was probably because the entire area where the cache was located was impregnated with the mineral Molonov, which played merry hell with electronic sensors. Whoever oversaw the surviving marines in this area, they had stirred up a hornets’ nest. Exactly what Colonel Reynolds had wanted.


  It didn’t take the brains of a genius for Sue and DeWitt to decide to get the hell out of the area ASAP. DeWitt liberated a couple of M89s, spare ammo and rations before leaving a scrawled handwritten message in the cache for the marines to make their way to where Sue and DeWitt had managed to cross unscathed through the K’Tai kill zone. Not having had anything more potent than the K’Tai bayonet Sue had brought with her across the wasted stretch of forest that the K’Tai defoliant had cleared, she had hefted the polycarb stock and savored its reassuring weight.


  The second cache had been a completely different story. The first indications of something not having been right were when Sue and DeWitt skirted a small farming complex maybe six kilometers from the edge of gradually thickening forest that carpeted the foothills before reaching the Scraggy Mountains proper. The scorch marks surrounding the shattered windows and doors and the collapsed roof told their own story. It was DeWitt who pointed out the pinpoint accuracy of the fire pattern. The fire was no accident. Someone had slowly and methodically laid waste to the farm. That was when a movement underneath a stout tree in a small grove by the farm entrance caught DeWitt’s eye.


  Sue was surveying the farm buildings through the optically enhanced sights of her M89 when she heard a sharp intake of breath come from the big marine. Assuming he had caught sight of some threat, Sue immediately swung her rifle in the direction he was looking. What she saw framed in the sight picture brought a small anguished cry from deep inside her. She closed her eyes, but the horror was already burned on to her retinas. Steeling herself, she forced open her eyes and looked once more upon the garish scene. Hanging upside down from the stout branches of the tree were five bodies. The bodies, like the tree branches, were soot-blackened. The soot, though, wasn’t a result of being inside the buildings as they had burned, for beneath each limp hanging body was the remains of a fire pit. The sick feeling in Sue’s stomach was slowly replaced by something else: a deep, burning hatred for those who had carried out such a barbaric act. War was always a nasty business, there was no doubt. However, some things went beyond the normal horrors of war. The scene played out here was one of them.


  Settling her rifle in her shoulder so it was as steady as a rock, Sue tapped a small button on the side of the weapon’s sight. Panning left to right, she took in the entire brutal scene. The electronics of her weapon dutifully recorded what she was seeing and downloaded it on to the weapon’s integrated chip. Filming complete, Sue ejected the small chip and ensured it was safely stowed in her breast pocket. Someday, somehow, the evidence of what had happened here would see those responsible pay for their crimes. In silence, Sue and DeWitt moved on from the burnt-out farm and the grisly, mutilated corpses. By the look on the marine’s hardened face, he too struggled to control his fierce hatred and anger which threatened to burst from him.


  The pair had only managed to cover a bare two kilometers more before the air was tinged with a smell that filled Sue with new dread. DeWitt held up a balled fist and Sue froze in place at his silent command. She rapidly scanned the immediate area for potential threats. The waist-high grass held nothing obvious, though Sue couldn’t see over the gently rising hillock they’d been heading for. DeWitt tapped his ear with a finger and Sue’s own hearing strained to make out the sound that caused him to halt. Carried on the same gentle breeze on which she had first detected the faint whiff of smoke, Sue could make out the steadily increasing whine of repulsor units. DeWitt jogged forward a few paces before flinging himself flat and poking his head over the rise. Extending an arm, he gave a thumbs-down signal. Sue recognized it immediately. Enemy! She ran forward and joined DeWitt, cautiously raising her head just enough so she could see over the rise. The cold running down her spine had nothing to do with the damp earth she now lay prone on.


  Before her, the rise dropped away into a green, lush valley. Nestled at the base of the valley was a farmhouse and what looked like a couple of animal sheds, with a larger barn set off to one side. Grounded by the barn were two ugly, box-shaped K’Tai troop transports, smaller than those Sue had destroyed at the Calley Mine; Sue estimated these ones probably carried a dozen or so troops each.


  Those numbers were confirmed as her gaze settled on a group of figures clustered around the front of the farmhouse. Sue focused in on them and the distant group jumped into stark reality, as the M89’s optics automatically ranged the distance and set the correct focal length. Sue counted ten K’Tai, eight wearing form-fitting black head-to-toe armor, faces completely concealed, pulse rifles plainly visible but, oddly, held rather slackly. In front, and from what Sue could see, in charge were two more K’Tai. These two, however, were wearing snow-white armor, and their blue skinned faces were uncovered for the world to see. Against the wall of the farmhouse, huddled together, were three humans. Through the powered optics, Sue could easily make out a rotund, red-faced man in his late thirties. He had a protective arm wrapped around a shorter, blonde-haired woman, and between the two adults crouched an obviously terrified teenage girl, shoulders shaking as she pressed her tearful face into her father’s chest. The sounds of indistinguishable shouting came from the barn, and Sue swung the sight over to get a better look, just as several more black-clad K’Tai emerged. This time their pulse rifles were held in a more purposeful manner, for they were escorting prisoners. Sue counted eight green and brown clad men, arms raised, hands clasped on the tops of their heads.


  “Shit! That’s Sergeant Ciesla down there. I’d recognize his ugly face anywhere,” whispered DeWitt. “He’s a slippery son of a bitch, so if they’ve caught him, it means the rest of his platoon is already either dead or in the bag.”


  The captured marines and their K’Tai escort made their way over to where the farmer and his family were being held. Sue was about to suggest she and DeWitt move on when fresh shouts erupted from the farm. They were too far away to hear what was going on, but the enhanced view provided by her weapon’s optics showed one of the white armored K’Tai was in an extremely heated discussion with another K’Tai, this one dressed in black. The K’Tai in black still had his armored helmet on, so his face was not visible, but the other K’Tai’s face was screwed up in obvious anger and he was using an outstretched finger like a weapon to poke the armored chest of the unmoving K’Tai in black.


  DeWitt was as confused by what he was watching as Sue, evident by his mumbled “What the fu...” Whatever her companion was going to say, it died in his throat as the white armored K’Tai suddenly spun on his heel, withdrawing his pistol from its holster as he did. Three sharp single cracks echoed off the shallow valley walls as the farmer, his wife, and their daughter dropped to the ground. The creeping red pool of their lifeblood spread slowly over the rich fertile ground.


  For a heartbeat nothing happened; then, with a bellow of rage, Ciesla charged forward. Following their sergeant’s lead, the other marines charged. Their guards were as stunned by the unexpected turn of events as the marines, but they were highly trained soldiers just like the marines, and if they reacted slightly slower than their prisoners, then it didn’t really make a difference, for they had pulse rifles and the marines had only their bodies. Sue forced herself to keep watching as Ciesla body-tackled the nearest K’Tai and they both went down in a tangle of arms and legs. The split second it had taken the other marines to react was enough to seal their fate. Pulse rifles fired in unison and the marines were torn apart as hundreds of ceramic darts traveling at supersonic speeds ripped into them. Ciesla was on the ground, still fighting with a K’Tai he had somehow managed to pin down, the sergeant’s fists pumping hit after hit on the black armored helmet. The useless struggle ended abruptly as the butt of a pulse rifle crashed down on Ciesla’s head, knocking him out cold.


  The white armored K’Tai, pistol still out, stalked over to the unconscious Ciesla, his intended purpose clear. Sue blinked rapidly to clear her vision as her right index finger flexed once, coming to rest gently on the trigger of her rifle. Letting out a long breath, she centered the red dot of her weapon’s sights on the head of the pistol-wielding K’Tai. The M89’s internal electronics, sensing the pressure on its trigger, automatically ranged the distance to target, offset for cross wind and cycled the appropriate round and power requirements. The dot in the aiming reticule went from red to green in under a second. The weapon was ready to fire and Sue never missed.


  DeWitt noticed the steadying of Sue’s breathing, and the way she settled the rifle into her shoulder could only mean one thing. Sue was going to kill that murdering son of a bitch, and that was fine by him. The marine brought his own weapon up, because when Sue took out her target all hell was going to break loose.


  Without warning, he was deafened by the high-pitched whine of repulsors, as two aero fighters escorting a single troop carrier screamed past at almost zero feet. The itchy feeling and disorientation as the repulsor field passed over them caused both their fingers to come off their triggers. The arrival of the carrier and its escort obviously came as a surprise to the K’Tai at the farm, as the black-clad soldiers rushed to form a perimeter, leaving only one of their number, the one that had argued with the farmer’s murderer, standing over the still form of Sergeant Ciesla. The white-armored K’Tai with his pistol hanging by his side took a step back, and as the carrier grounded, he replaced the pistol in its holster.


  DeWitt placed a hand on the barrel of Sue’s rifle, lowering it. “If we take him now, we have zero chance of getting out of here with our skins intact,” he said levelly.


  Sue raised her eye from the rifle’s optics and warily regarded the two sleek aero fighters slowly circling overhead. Grudgingly she removed her finger from the trigger. The face of a single K’Tai burned into her memory. “Yeah, you’re right. His time will come. Let’s get out of here.”


  #
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  THE SIGHT THAT GREETED Lady Kara, Commander of the Black Legion, as her booted foot crunched on the hardcore road upon which her command carrier had touched down nearly caused her normally confident stride to falter. She sent a silent thanks to her Valan bodyman Jolel as he easily sidestepped, placing his body directly between her and the smug-looking face of a Kem Tak ‘officer,’ hiding her first, faltered step. Recovering quickly, she steeled herself as her long legs carried her over the distance between them in moments. Halting by the unmoving body of, by his uniform, a human marine, Kara pointedly ignored the bowed head of the two Kem Tak soldiers, refusing to release them from the position of respect. Kara allowed her eyes to soak up the scene around her, feeling her anger grow as those same eyes lit upon the prone uniformed bodies of the human marines, their once mottled green and brown uniforms now stained red with blood. Her anger reached boiling point and it took all her effort to restrain herself as she took in the sight of the lifeless corpses of the farmer’s family, the parents having fallen on their child in a last desperate attempt to shelter her from the inevitable, while she addressed her first question to the Legion officer who commanded the detachment seconded to the Kem Tak.


  Rumors had reached Kara that units from the Legion were being used for what were euphemistically being called ‘clearance operations’. Having selected a unit currently assigned to the Kem Tak, Kara had wasted no time setting out from her headquarters at Gemini City’s spaceport to find out the real aim of these operations. Kara had been unable to shake her discomfort with the Claviger’s orders to suborn nearly a quarter of the Legion’s fighting strength to Kem Tak control, and not only because those units were desperately needed to provide security for the numerous key strategic points within Gemini City, such as her own headquarters, power and utilities infrastructure, and the like. Add to that the drain on her available combat units, tied up protecting the numerous Redlazore mines with their associated refineries; the Legion also had the ongoing headache of hunting down those responsible for the upsurge in sabotage and attacks on K’Tai patrols.


  This, though...this was not the answer. Addressing the Legion officer who commanded the detachment seconded to the Kem Tak, she continued to pointedly ignore the two white-armored troops.


  “Report, section leader.” The words came out between gritted teeth and left the legionnaire in no doubt that he had better have a good explanation for what had happened here.


  Swiftly removing his helmet so Kara could see his sincerity, he began to speak, his chin firmly bowed in to his chest, eyes averted. “My lady, following reports of guerilla activity in this area...”


  A white-armored body stepped between Kara and the section leader. “I lead this operation, Lady Kara so it is only right that I...”


  Quicker than a striking snake, Kara’s gloved hand flashed out, the force of the slap as it struck him cleanly on the cheek sending him reeling back. Kara kept her eyes firmly locked on the section leader, but her icy words were aimed at the Kem Tak.


  “Another word from you and I will have you put down like the lowlife wellak that you are!”


  From his position, half kneeling in the dirt, blood seeping from the corner of his mouth, Lady Kara’s verbal insult reverberated in his ears. Whether he considered his next action or not no one would ever know. His hand moved, the pistol came out of the holster, and it began rising in Kara’s direction. There was a single sharp crack and his head exploded, gray brain matter mingled with the pink mist of blood as the Kem Tak officer was propelled backwards by the single shot fired from Jolel’s pistol. The remaining Kem Tak officer looked from his prostrate comrade’s body to the emotionless, red-skinned features of Jolel, whose weapon was now trained in his direction. Wordlessly, the K’Tai moved his hands ever so slowly clear of his holstered weapon.


  “Section leader, I am waiting.” Kara spoke as if nothing had just happened.


  The section leader swallowed to wet a suddenly dry throat; he was no coward and had seen his fair share of action and the shock of unexpected violence, but the casual way that Lady Kara’s bodyman had dispatched a Kem Tak officer, of all people, had left him a bit shell shocked.


  “We were close on the guerillas’ tail after picking up residual heat traces on our sensors. I deployed half my section to block their escape route toward the mountains while using the remainder to continue the pursuit.”


  “You were going to use your blocking force to pin them while you came at them from behind.”


  “Yes, my lady. For whatever reason, the humans must have guessed my plan, for they veered toward this farm and sought refuge in the outbuilding. We surrounded the building, but the humans were well-armed and we were taking casualties, so I decided to wait and placed a call for reinforcements.”


  Kara nodded her approval of his decision. “Sound tactics, section leader, please continue.”


  “The Kem Tak...” As the words came out, Kara could almost feel the disgust in the legionnaire’s voice. “Decided they did not want to wait. They ordered me to round up the farm’s occupants. When I had done so, the Kem Tak ordered the human soldiers to surrender or they would execute them.” By the way the section leader averted his eyes, Kara could tell he had not agreed with the Kem Tak’s methods. However, he was also obliged to follow their orders, something which Kara must bear part responsibility for. She should have fought harder to retain full control of her units instead of allowing the Claviger to browbeat her into suborning them to Commander Neras and his Kem Tak thugs.


  “I take it the human soldiers surrendered?”


  “Almost immediately, my lady. They came out of the building, unarmed, and I took them prisoner. That was when... when...”


  Kara completed the sentence for him, an accusing finger pointing toward the dead Kem Tak officer. “That sorry excuse for a life form killed them anyway?”


  The section leader simply nodded confirmation as at last he raised his eyes, and Kara could see the regret in them. “The soldiers went mad! Even though they had no weapons, they attacked us like rabid garaks. My men... they had no choice, my lady.” The section leader dropped to both knees, head bowed in supplication. Carefully he placed his pulse rifle to one side before drawing his Hadak offering it up to Kara, the curved blade of the knife glinting in the sun as he began to recite the age-old words from the Book of Rig. “As Rig teaches us, a leader is only such as long as he commands the respect of his warriors and defends the honor of his house. I have stained the honor of the Legion, my lady, so my life is forfeit. I ask only that my life’s blood is enough to wash clean the stain of dishonor.”


  As if by some unsaid command, the members of the section formed a circle around their kneeling section leader and Kara, forcing the sole Kem Tak officer to move backwards. Helmets were removed and all eyes looked toward the penitent man. Kara took the proffered Hadak deftly flicking it around in one hand so the curved blade was turned inward. Gently she placed her free hand under the man’s chin, pulling it upwards to expose his neck as she stepped behind him. Steadying herself, Kara settled the blade just below the section leader’s left ear. In one single, swift action she drew the blade across his neck, cutting deeply through arteries, windpipe and nerves. Bright red blood sprayed forth, covering those K’Tai who were unfortunate enough to be standing in its path, but none flinched. All eyes remained fixed, unblinking, on the section leader as Kara released her grip on his chin, allowing the body to slump to the ground. For an endless moment Kara joined the section, watching wordlessly the final involuntary twitches before his body went still.


  “Who is this man’s second?” Kara demanded.


  Stiffly a man stepped forward; blood soaked his legs and upper body, for he had been standing directly in front of the section leader, as was his place.


  Kara held out the Hadak to him. “Take this and use it well, for it belonged to a true warrior of Rig. His sacrifice has regained his and your honor.”


  Taking the blade like it was the most precious artifact of Rig, the warrior gave a curt nod to his fellows, who gathered tightly around their fallen commander. Kara and Jolel moved away, allowing them to mourn in private. To one side stood the remainder of Kara’s retinue, standing warily over the still unconscious human marine.


  “See the human is secured aboard my carrier and treat him well, for he is under the protection of the Legion now.” They sprang to obey as Jolel spoke barely loud enough for Kara to hear.


  “My lady, the Kem Tak will not like this. Standing orders are for captured guerrilla fighters to be handed over to them for... interrogation. Do we need to...” The Valan tilted his head toward the dead Kem Tak officer. “Antagonize Commander Neras and the Claviger further?”


  “As always, Jolel, your council has merit.” Kara beckoned the Kem Tak officer over; any pompous sense of righteousness and self-importance he may have had previously were no longer on show.


  “My lady?”


  “This human and his comrades wear military uniform, do they not?”


  The Kem Tak officer’s confusion was evident in his voice. “Eh, yes, my lady, I believe they do.”


  “If they are in uniform, then they cannot possibly be guerrillas, can they?” This came out more as a statement of fact than a question.


  “Indeed, my lady.”


  “Therefore, the human is a prisoner of war and his disposal falls under the remit of the Black Legion.”


  Now it dawned on the Kem Tak officer where this was going. A fleeting glance at the blank face of Jolel, responsible for so succinctly dispatching his partner, convinced him to follow Lady Kara’s lead.


  “I believe you are correct, my lady, and my report will reflect that belief.”


  “Very well, you are dismissed.”


  The Kem Tak officer abruptly found something of great importance to do as far from Kara as physically possible.


  “Word of what has happened here will spread like wildfire, my lady,” cautioned Jolel. “Feelings between the Kem Tak and members of the Legion are already tense. News of the section leader’s actions, no matter how honorable they were, will be viewed for what they were. A legionnaire forced to sacrifice himself to remove a stain on the Legion’s honor, caused by orders from a Kem Tak officer who had no honor.”


  The pair walked slowly back to Kara’s command transport in silence, each contemplating the inevitable fallout of what had happened at a nondescript farm. Neither realized that a pivotal turning point had been reached.
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Welcome to the Resistance
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  DAY FIFTY


  Sue decided she hated every living bug that crawled, walked, flew or otherwise occupied any part of Agate’s bio sphere. The annoying little buggers had found every patch of bare skin and obviously decided that Sue tasted very nice, for her body was itchy from head to toe and it took every ounce of her will not to scratch and rub her already raw skin. Sue and DeWitt found themselves a perfect spot to keep an eye on the third and final cache of weapons and supplies on this side of the Scraggy River that had been placed by order of Colonel Reynolds as part of Plan Shadow.


  So far, they were one and naught. It had been three days since they had witnessed the execution at the farm, and though neither of them discussed it, it was never far from either of their thoughts. Sue had seen a lot of things in her past life, things that would probably turn even DeWitt’s hardened stomach, but the one thing she could not abide was the needless slaughter of innocents. As she lay in her hiding place, all thoughts of bugs were pushed to the back of her mind as the face of a white-armored K’Tai filled her vision.


  A sharp nudge from DeWitt’s elbow alerted her to something happening, and the face of the K’Tai vanished in an instant, to be replaced by the sight of two marines emerging warily from the edge of a wild grass field. The native grasses were a deeper green than those found on Earth and tended to grow much taller, well over six feet; ally that with the marines’ mottled green-and-brown uniforms, and that explained why neither DeWitt or Sue had spotted their approach. The marines separated, one heading to the northern edge of the small glade while the other took the south.


  “Scouts,” whispered DeWitt from beside her.


  Sue was glad DeWitt had convinced her to set up their little bolt hole further away than normal, because these guys knew their business, for they were going right to the edge of the glade before starting a thorough inspection of the surrounding grasses and woods.


  Sue and DeWitt remained as still as statues for nearly twenty minutes while the two scouts concluded their task. Seemingly satisfied nothing was untoward, they settled themselves at opposite ends of the glade. From where the scouts had appeared originally from the long grass, a steady column of marines ghosted into the glade. Sue counted twenty-eight, and to her eye they looked tired, but their movements oozed professionalism. Without a verbal command being uttered, they fanned out to the edges of the glade, providing security for what Sue guessed was the small command element of three who gathered around a gnarled old weather-beaten tree near the center of the glade. The marines remained fixed in their positions for another half hour; the only sound was the gentle breeze causing the long grass to shift like waves on the sea and the chirping of birds in the trees. Eventually, a runner left the central group and worked his way along the line of marines. As he passed, every other man relaxed, the majority rolling on to their backs and savoring some fresh water from their canteen before breaking out a ration bar, their buddy remaining alert to any threats.


  “So how do you want to play this?” asked DeWitt quietly.


  “Cautiously,” Sue replied and was about to expand on her plan when, without warning, the marines in the glade below dropped whatever they were doing and grabbed up their weapons. Sue became very still, hunting for a threat. Had the K’Tai found them? What had spooked the marines?


  The answer came in the form of a single, rather large man in civilian clothes who stepped into the glade, an ugly tri-barrel held in both hands above his head. Two marines grabbed him, forcing him to his knees and relieving him of his weapon. As Sue watched on, he was escorted to the middle of the glade. Through her optics, she could see him talking animatedly to a marine she presumed was in charge. By the disbelieving expression on the commander’s face, she could tell whatever the civilian was telling him was not going down well. After a few minutes the commander stood back, hands firmly placed on hips in a ‘well, prove it’ stance. The civilian half-turned and waved at an apparently empty clump of thick trees mere meters from the huddled command group. As if by magic, several figures separated themselves from the dark tree trunks. If Sue hadn’t witnessed it with her own eyes, she wouldn’t have believed it. This second group were perfectly concealed, not only from the marines who had set a perimeter up around them, but also, perhaps more impressively, from herself and DeWitt, who had observed the glade since before dawn—and Sue was no slouch when it came to this kind of work.


  “Now who are these boys? ‘Cause they ain’t some hick militia unit,” asked DeWitt.


  Her marine companion hit the proverbial nail on the head. To get the drop on a highly trained marine platoon in the middle of a war zone, you needed to be at the top of your game. Sue got an inkling as to who these interlopers might be; now all she needed was confirmation. A tap of a control on the side of her M89’s sight brought the newcomers into sharp focus. Although their uniforms were like those worn by the marines who gawked open-mouthed at them, there were subtle differences to the camouflage pattern. Sue’s eyes shifted to the newcomers’ weaponry and her suspicions were confirmed. In each pair of hands an Advanced Combat Rifle hung. Panning along the group, she counted them off before a low whistle escaped her lips.


  “Special Forces, DeWitt. An A Team, no doubt about it.”


  Her companion gave her an incredulous look. “How the hell did they get here?”


  “Well, why don’t we go down and join the party and you can ask them?” came a lilting, singsong male voice from behind them.


  DeWitt reacted like a flash, rifle muzzle swinging around, finger already squeezing its trigger as it centered on a shadowy figure hunched over them, only to have Sue push the weapon off target. When he tried to bring it back on aim, Sue was already on her feet, her lithe body blocking his view.


  “Hey, honey, know where a girl can get a cold beer around here?”


  If her reaction to the threat confused DeWitt, then the words spilling from her mouth were enough to send his head spinning.


  “I think I might have a couple of cold ones going spare,” answered Dave Carter before Sue’s hot lips smothered his mouth.


  #
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  WHEN THE MARINES, THE Pathfinders of Captain Gregory, Sue (accompanied by the ever-present DeWitt), Dave, and Jacob held their impromptu council of war in the glade, the information exchanged in relation to K’Tai movements and operations prompted a brief, heated discussion.


  The marines of, Dave learned, First Platoon, Delta Company, were under command of a baby-faced lieutenant who went by the name of Prus. Normally Dave would dismiss a junior officer, but the older man could not help but notice the reaction of the sergeants and other NCOs' reaction when he issued his orders. Dave heard not a single word of disapproval or a moan from them. He came to understand why in short order. This junior officer had been in command, in combat for over a month and hadn’t suffered a single casualty. Enough in any marine’s eyes to earn respect, and was reflected in his marines’ actions.


  A consensus was reached and a plan of action formulated. DeWitt would lead the Pathfinders under Gregory, and a small number of marines with Prus in command, back to the point where Sue and DeWitt had emerged from the area the K’Tai cleared with defoliants and booby traps. Colonel Reynolds needed to know what operational units she still had on this side of the Scraggy River, and they agreed the bonus of Gregory’s A Team would impact on her future planning.


  Gregory’s communications specialist, Corporal Collins, would be heading back to the cabin with Dave, Sue and Jacob. Collins heard that as the K’Tai equipment covering the kill zone detected anything electronic, the marines used simple heliographs to pass messages. Collins suggested a solution: run an old-style fiber-optic cable with send/receive units on either side of the kill zone. The cable itself consisted of no moving or electronic parts, so the K’Tai monitoring equipment would not register it.


  Prus pointed out a small flaw in the corporal’s plan. Neither the marines nor the Pathfinders carried the required equipment. With a grin, Collins reminded the gathering of the Design and Fabrication Unit sitting in Dave’s basement. Punch in the correct codes, and the DAFU would happily manufacture the required articles.


  When the groups went their separate ways, Dave and Sue at last caught up. On hearing Jodee and Chris were safely ensconced at the cabin with a certain Kyle Henderson, Dave was forced to rein in Sue’s breakneck pace on the two-day hike back to the cabin. He understood her heartfelt desire to be reunited with Jodee and Chris, but that desire needed to be tempered with caution.


  Dave and the Pathfinders came across no sign of K’Tai activity in the immediate vicinity of the cabin; however, as they swept further toward Gemini City, they came across several burnt-out farms and abandoned vehicles, the damage was consistent with heavy fighting.


  When Sue related the story of what she witnessed only a couple of days and a sparse thirty kilometers distant, the pair dropped into a stony silence, each wanting to be alone with their thoughts as they tramped onward through the relative peace and quiet of the thick forest surrounding them. That night, as the sun dropped below the horizon and the air cooled, Dave and Sue snuggled close, wrapped in each other’s arms for what seemed like the first time in an eternity. Collins kept his distance, allowing the couple a modicum of privacy, before hastily setting up a trip wire around their overnight camp so all three could get their much-needed rest.


  The second day’s hike was uneventful and they made good time, so it was late afternoon when they stepped into the bright sunlight bathing the cabin in its warmth. Sue broke into a dead run as Jodee let loose a high-pitched shriek of delight and caused a sleepy Chris to emerge from the cabin’s doorway. Bounding down the porch’s steps, he joined in the tears and hugging of his sister as she held tightly to the mother she thought she had lost.


  Kyle Henderson appeared at the edge of the cabin with a broad smile of relief and happiness. The scene was almost a typical, if emotional, family reunion, but, the loaded carbine Kyle carried hinted at the new, twisted, reality of the Carters’ life.


  A heavy hand rested on Dave’s shoulder and was accompanied by the deep voice of Jacob. “Enjoy it while you can, Dave, for I fear there will be much heartache ahead.”


  Nodding slowly, Dave watched the outpouring of joy and happiness before he took a breath and let out a heavy sigh. “I know, Jacob, and I hope we’re ready for what’s to come. This is going to be a long, dirty war.”
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    Chapter Thirty


    


  

Judy
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  DAY FIFTY-EIGHT


  Prince Tarat, youngest son of the Gerent, stared unseeing through the narrow slit of his face covering and drank in the sight of the near endless sand dunes which covered the entire face of Rabald. Deep in thought, the young prince failed to notice the desert breeze tugging at his clothing as he struggled to make sense of his thoughts. Did his father, the Gerent, not understand the consequences of his brother Sidal’s actions? Could the cries of ordinary people demanding change go unheeded? Did the Gerent not comprehend that they stood on the cusp of not only an Imperium civil war but now a far greater conflagration? War with the League could only end badly for the Imperium. Tarat was a student of history, as was Sidal; however, unlike Sidal, Tarat learned from the mistakes of the past. Rig taught not to underestimate your enemy and, by invading Agate and making an enemy of the humans, he believed Sidal had grossly overestimated his hand.


  The League spent the years since their victory over the Lorentian Confederation not only replacing the losses they suffered during the conflict, but also replacing those losses with technically superior ships. The League Battle Fleet was considered by its peers among the other star-faring nations as a force to be reckoned with, and Tarat feared Sidal was blinded by the comparative imbalance in hull numbers between the Imperium and the League.


  Each new week heralded another Magnate bringing his noble house, and the forces loyal to it, to the side of the secessionists. The forces Tarat could now call upon might still be a fraction of those that Sidal and the old Imperium had to hand, but Sidal’s massed fleets were forced to portion out their strength in a vain attempt to protect every possible target, while Tarat could pick and choose where to concentrate his fleet. Inevitably there would be a single reckoning, a great battle, that would decide the fate of the Imperium, but that day was not today. If the doctrines of Rig had taught the young prince nothing, then it had taught him patience and to bide his time.


  Tarat pulled his thick cloak tighter around him as a heavy gust of wind sent searching grains of sand between its layers. His eyes searched out the setting sun through the yellow-tinged clouds, and beneath his mask a smile tugged at his lips. Biding his time did not, however, mean doing nothing. The burgeoning smile became a grin as he wondered how the humans would react if they knew the source of the intelligence pointing toward a K’Tai invasion of Agate had come, not from a highly placed officer in the K’Tai military, but was carefully laundered information from various informers loyal to himself, which simply appeared to be from a single source and was intentionally delivered to the humans. An axiom from his study of human history came unbidden to mind, and it succinctly summed up the secessionists’ current strategy.


  ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’


  Now, standing alone on the battlements, Tarat realized the tipping point might be upon them. He and his supporters would soon step out of the shadows to fight the true fight for the heart and soul of the Imperium.


  #
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  ROBERT MATHESON PURSED his lips as the tactical plot flashed a change before steadying. A fresh set of data blocks indicated the arrival of three more megatonne interstellar freighters. You had to hand it to old man Henderson, when he made a promise, he came through.


  When Robert had broached his idea with Admiral Helbrunn upon the return of the bruised Task Force Scorpio to the Doberman system, he had fully expected to be laughed right out of her office into the waiting arms of the fleet’s psychiatric specialists. To his surprise, Helbrunn’s face had broken into a feral grin and she had ordered him to make it happen.


  Sitting with Helen Del Mastro in the confines of his day cabin afterward, sharing a stiff drink, he had had the sinking feeling that perhaps he had bitten off more than even he could chew. How did you build and maintain a secret base, a stone’s throw from K’Tai occupied Agate, from where you could launch raids, recover, reequip, resupply and do repairs? To top it all off, Helbrunn had casually informed Robert as he had stood to leave that not only would she be making good the losses incurred in his first raid, but also that she intended to expand his force twofold. He was sure she was trying to give him heart failure.


  Well, with a hell of a lot of hard work and the unexpected help of one Mr. Maddix Henderson, what had once been a seemingly impossible task was a reality.


  The bridge of LPN Cheetah was a hive of activity as Robert’s staff worked day and night to make his idea a reality. Cheetah floated serenely at the heart of Battle Fleet’s latest, and to Robert’s best knowledge only, deep space port. It didn’t even have a name, just a designation: DSP 01. The nearest star system was over a day’s hyper away, and even if you were inclined to visit it, you would find nothing but a white dwarf surrounded by the decaying remnants of planets, asteroids, and comets.


  Around Cheetah were gathered the other ships of Task Force Scorpio, now numbering twelve heavy cruisers, sixteen light cruisers and four fast attack carriers. Additionally, Admiral Helbrunn had rounded up a squadron of fleet colliers and repair vessels under the command of Commodore Filippo Formisano. The commodore was of Sicilian descent, even though he hailed from New Carthage in the Helios Sector, and he made sure anyone who would listen heard all about his ancestors’ more... interesting adventures with the law enforcement of the time. Whatever his blustering, Formisano had been a godsend. Robert still had no idea, and honestly didn’t want to delve too deeply into, where the commodore had managed to procure half the spares with which he and his crews and made good the repairs to Scorpio. His colliers had also been able to fully replenish Robert’s depleted stocks of Asps. What Robert couldn’t replace were the fighter wings and their precious pilots, that he had been forced to abandon in order to save Louise Alderman’s precious carriers. In Formisano’s own words, ‘The impossible he can do tomorrow. Miracles take a bit longer.’


  Well, Maddix Henderson must have gotten word that Robert needed a miracle, for those arriving freighters carried enough brand-new Lancer fighters, Cyclops surveillance birds, stores, munitions and the crews to go with them to completely fill his carrier’s bays and then some.


  Task Force Scorpio was preparing to return to Agate and this time it was going to give the K’Tai more than just a bloody nose.


  ###
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    There’s no real British space program – and the cynic in me doubts that there ever will be.


    


    But I can dream.
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  COMMODORE SIR THEODORE Smith opened his eyes and glared at his wristcom, lying where he’d left it on his bedside table.  His mouth tasted foul, reminding him that he’d drunk several pints of ship-brewed rotgut before staggering into his bunk and going to bed.  The ship’s doctor would probably want a few words with him later; regulations might not frown on officers and crewmen drinking when they weren't on duty, but ship-brewed alcohol wasn't always healthy.


  “Yes,” he growled, pushing the thought aside.  God, he needed a drink.  “What is it?”


  “There's a priority-one message from the Admiralty,” Midshipwoman Lopez said.  There were times when Ted wondered just who the young woman had pissed off at Portsmouth Naval Training Base.  Ark Royal was no posting for an ambitious and capable young officer.  “They request your immediate presence at Nelson Base.”


  Ted blinked in surprise.  He'd always had the impression that Nelson Base preferred to forget that Ark Royal – and her drunkard of a commander – existed.  They were an embarrassment, a relic of Britain’s first step into interstellar power.  If Ark Royal hadn't been famous, she would probably have been broken up for scrap or sold to a third-rate power by now.  And if Ted hadn't been a drunkard, he might have been promoted to Admiral.


  “I’m on my way,” he said, finally.  Urgent summons from the Admiralty were almost never good news.  “Have my shuttle prepared.”


  He stumbled out of bed, then reached into his drawer and removed a stimulant tab, which he pressed against his forearm.  Once, it had seemed a wise precaution; now, he honestly didn't know why he bothered.  But it had paid off for him, he had to admit, as he felt the drug working its way through his body.  He wouldn't go into the meeting, whatever it was, suffering from the aftermath of too much drinking.


  Biting down a series of curses, he stepped into the washroom and glared at his face in the mirror.  His hair had gone white years ago; his face was marred with stubble.  He rapidly ran a shaver over his cheekbones and jaw, then stepped into the shower and washed himself rapidly.  Outside, he pulled on the dark blue dress uniform favoured by Her Majesty’s Navy, then checked his appearance in the mirror.  He might not look as perfect as the men and women on the recruiting posters, he knew, but at least he looked presentable.


  He left his cabin and strode through the ship towards the shuttlebay.  By now, he could have found his way around his ship blindfold.  Ted had spent fifty years in the British Navy and most of them had been spent on Ark Royal, a position that had been intended as a punishment for carelessness as a young Lieutenant.  Somehow, he’d been promoted upwards until he reached captain and then commodore, although the ranks were partly worthless.  Ark Royal wouldn't see action unless the Navy was desperate.


  She was seventy years old, the first true interstellar carrier put into space by the British Navy – and a piece of living history.  Civilians found her box-like shape ugly as hell, but Ted loved her for what she was.  Over the years, keeping Ark Royal in something resembling fighting trim had become an obsession, one that had consumed his life.  He sometimes wondered if the Navy had known what it was doing by assigning him to the carrier, or if it had been sheer luck.  He pushed the thought aside as he scrambled into his shuttle and nodded to the pilot to take them to Nelson Base.  No doubt the Navy had its reasons for the urgent summons.


  Space was filled with activity, he realised, as the shuttle headed towards Nelson Base.  There were military starships everywhere; American, Russian, Chinese, European, Japanese and several smaller nations, all frantically preparing for operations.  Ted eyed them in surprise, then activated the shuttle’s datanet and scanned for answers.  There was nothing, beyond a general alert from the Admiralty.  Ted felt his eyes narrow.  The First Space Lord might have decided to call an unscheduled exercise, but that wouldn't have affected the other interstellar powers.  Something was definitely up.


  Nelson Base was a giant station, hanging in geostationary orbit over Britain.  It was actually older than Ark Royal, although it had been extensively modified in the ninety years since it had been constructed and then activated.  Ted frowned as there was a series of security checks, all of which had to be cleared before the shuttle was allowed to dock.  Inside, a pair of armed Royal Marines escorted him to the First Space Lord’s office.  But what was going on?


  “Commodore Smith,” the First Space Lord said, as Ted was escorted through the hatch and into the office.  “Please, have a seat.”


  Ted nodded.  The First Space Lord had once been a classmate of his, years ago.  They’d gone through Portsmouth together.  Now, one of them was the most powerful uniformed officer in the service and the other ... was a drunkard in command of a carrier most officers regarded as a national embarrassment.  The First Space Lord had put on a little weight, he noted, but his hair was still as red as ever.  Ted wondered, in a moment of insight, if his old friend dyed his hair.  He’d certainly been vain when they’d been younger.


  The hatch opened again, revealing a thin-faced young man wearing a Captain’s uniform, but without a ship name on the jacket.  Ted scowled, not liking the implications.  By long tradition, the only people allowed to claim the rank of Captain were actual starship commanders.  In some ways, it was possible to be both a commodore and a captain, although Ted himself was a special case.  It didn't mean he drew two salaries.


  “Captain Fitzwilliam,” the First Space Lord said.  The newcomer managed a perfect salute; Ted found himself disliking him on sight.  “Be seated.”


  He waited for the newcomer to seat himself, then continued.  “There has been an incident,” he said.  “The Vera Cruz colony has been attacked.”


  Ted frowned.  War seemed the only reasonable explanation for so much military activity in Earth orbit, but Vera Cruz?  If he recalled correctly, the world was on the edge of the expanding sphere of human settlement – and not really considered worth fighting over.  The Mexicans had won the settlement rights and started to settle the planet.  But who would have attacked the planet?  There wasn't anything worth taking.


  “To be precise, the attack was carried out by aliens,” the First Space Lord continued.  “There have been three more attacks since then, although we only found out about them seven hours ago.  News moves slowly along the edge of the sphere.”


  “Aliens?”  Ted repeated.  He would have sooner believed in pirates than aliens.  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes,” the First Space Lord said.  “We recovered little useful data from Vera Cruz, but both the Chinese mining colony orbiting IAS-73782 and the independent settlement on Maxwell’s World had small starships that managed to escape the attackers.  The starships that attacked the planets were completely unknown.  This is the dawn of an interstellar war.”


  Ted swallowed.  In 300 years of expansion, ever since the Puller Drive had been invented, humanity hadn't encountered another intelligent race.  The highest form of life outside Earth had been a whale-like creature on an oceanic world.  Humanity, once convinced that aliens were everywhere, had slowly come to believe that they were alone in the universe.


  “We do not know why the aliens attacked the colonies,” the First Space Lord said.  “So far, all attempts to communicate have simply been ignored.  We do know that humanity is at war.  The Vulcan Protocols have been activated.”


  “... Shit,” Ted said.


  The Vulcan Protocols had been a theoretical study, nothing more.  They harked back to a time when alien contact and interstellar war was seen as a very real possibility.  In theory, the human race – or at least the major spacefaring powers – was obliged to unite in defence of humanity, putting all grudges aside.  Ted rather suspected that it wouldn't be that easy to actually make it happen in practice.


  “We will, of course, hope for a diplomatic solution,” the First Space Lord said.  “However, we are currently preparing for the worst.  How long will it take before Ark Royal is ready for deployment, assuming an unlimited budget and workforce?”


  That was something Ted had worked on ever since he’d been promoted into the command chair, no matter how meaningless it had seemed.  “Two weeks if we cut corners, four if we take it slowly,” he said.  “But the crew would have to be experienced.”


  Captain Fitzwilliam gaped at him.  “Four weeks?”


  Ted laughed.  “Do you think that I spend my days engaging in rum, sodomy and the lash?”


  The First Space Lord nodded.  “I am pleased to hear that your time on the vessel has not been wasted,” he said.  “However, it is felt that someone new should take command of Ark Royal.”


  Ted felt cold ice trickling down his spine as he realised where this was leading.  “Captain Fitzwilliam will assume command of Ark Royal,” the First Space Lord informed him.  “You will supervise the refitting and then ...”


  The ice flashed into anger.  Ted had served on Ark Royal for forty-four years.  He was familiar with every last inch of her decks – and with every new component his skeleton crew had installed over the years.  Their surprise at the short time it would need to have the ship prepped for service was quite understandable ... but they didn't realise that he hadn't spent his time drunk out of his mind.  No, he'd been keeping the old girl as close to readiness as possible.  They hadn't even been paying attention to the supplies he’d requisitioned over the years!


  “No,” he said, simply.


  The First Space Lord lifted his eyebrows.  It was a breach of military formality to interrupt one’s superior, unless it was a matter of life and death.


  Ted turned to face Captain Fitzwilliam, fighting to keep his voice even.  “Are you familiar with the modifications we have made to our Mark-IV normal space drive?  Are you aware of the problems in flying Buccaneer bombers off the flight decks?  Do you understand the outdated computer cores we have not been able to replace?  Do you realise that half our small craft component is actually outdated?  Do you understand the limitations of our onboard weapons systems?”


  He looked back at the First Space Lord.  “I'm sure that Captain Fitzwilliam is a fine officer,” he said, knowing that he would either secure his career or destroy it.  “But he hasn't trained on anything remotely comparable to Ark Royal.  There is very little standard about her, sir; her internal systems are a mixture of modern technology and outdated technology that cannot be replaced without tearing up the hull.  Are you aware, for example, that we cannot mount a modern sensor node on the hull?  When switched to active mode, they will blind her inner systems.  We actually have to use sensor probes and outriders to expand our sensor range.”


  “That’s absurd,” Captain Fitzwilliam protested.  “What sort of system would be designed to blind its carrier?”


  “It isn't,” Ted assured him.  “A modern carrier wouldn't have a problem.  Ark Royal, however, was designed as a solid-state entity.  She was built to survive.  We cannot replace the older systems without tearing the hull wide open, which would take far longer than four weeks.  We'd be looking at nine months, at best.”


  He smiled at the younger man.  “Still feel like you can take command of my ship?”


  Captain Fitzwilliam’s face darkened, but he held his temper.  Ted was privately impressed.  He had no illusions about what navy scuttlebutt said about him; it was unlikely in the extreme that any young officer would look up to him as someone to be emulated.  It was rather more likely that they considered his career to be a nightmare.  Someone edging towards squadron or fleet command would be horrified at the idea of spending forty-four years on the same ship.  It wasn't the mark of a promising officer.


  “You’ve made your point,” the First Space Lord said.  “But four weeks is a rather short time for a complete refit.”


  “I should have sent you flypaper reports,” Ted said, remembering one of the classes they’d shared at Portsmouth.  An officer, pestered for paperwork he didn't have, had started sending reports on the number of flies killed by flypaper while on deployment.  The whole episode had been used as a warning of the dangers of too much bureaucracy.  “Didn't anyone ever read my reports?”


  He shook his head a moment later.  The only ship considered less likely to go into battle was Lord Nelson’s Victory, which was – technically – the First Space Lord’s flagship.  But as Victory was a sailing ship, it was unlikely the First Space Lord had spent any time on her since the commission.  She normally served as a tourist attraction.


  “I will take your word for it,” the First Space Lord said.  His tone suggested that if it took longer than four weeks to get Ark Royal ready for deployment, Ted could start looking for a new job.  “Captain Fitzwilliam will serve as your XO.”


  Ted swallowed a curse – and, beside him, Captain Fitzwilliam didn't look any happier.  For one of them, there would be an XO looking for a place to plant the knife; for the other, there was an effective demotion.  There was only one Captain on a starship and it wouldn't be Fitzwilliam.  Unless, of course, Ted failed to make good on his boast.  Silently, he promised himself that he would read through Captain Fitzwilliam’s file as soon as possible.  He didn't even know the man's first name!


  “Thank you, sir,” he said, finally.  “Might I enquire as to deployment plans?”


  “The UN Security Council is meeting in emergency session,” the First Space Lord said.  he jerked a finger towards the deck – and Earth, far below.  “For the moment, the Admiralty is concentrating on protecting Britannia and contributing to the defence of Earth.  We assume that we will be making future deployments once the Vulcan Protocols are fully activated, but as yet we don’t have any details.”


  Ted nodded.  Britannia was Britain’s largest possession, a colony world with over a billion settlers from Earth.  The British Commonwealth had worked hard to both settle the planet and build up local industry, taking advantage of the latest UN environmental regulations to encourage corporations and private individuals to move to Britannia.  There was no way the Government would leave the planet uncovered, even if it meant drawing ships away from Earth.  Indeed, Ted had been surprised that Ark Royal hadn't been moved to Britannia long ago.


  There were other colonies, including a handful of mining settlements and a stake on an Earth-like world that might become a second colony soon enough, but Britannia was too important to lose.  The Royal Navy stationed seven of its twelve modern carriers in the system permanently, while the other five were never far away.  It seemed unlikely that anyone could break through the defences and take the planet.


  He scowled.  Humanity hadn't really fought an interstellar war.  Sure, there had been the skirmishes between Edo and Ghandi, or the confrontation between Washington and Confucius over a third system, but nothing that had broken out into general war.  Hell, there were even agreements that Earth and the Sol System would remain neutral if war actually did break out.  No one really knew how the latest military technology would work in open warfare.  There were simulations and exercises, but they were never as useful as the real thing.


  And now there was an alien threat.  What sort of technology would they have?


  “So far, the media has not caught wind of the threat,” the First Space Lord informed him, shortly.  “The Prime Minister and other world leaders has ordered a total blackout.  However, I do not expect that to last long.  Rumours are already flying around the datanet and it won’t be long before someone breaks the blackout.  It will certainly be broken when we start calling up reserves and conscripting civilians.


  “Go back to your ship, taking your new XO with you,” he continued.  “Requisition whatever you need; I’ll do my best to make sure you have it.  If we’re lucky, this will all blow over, but I rather doubt it.”


  Ted nodded in agreement.  The aliens had just attacked.  Unprovoked, as far as anyone knew, they’d just attacked – and not one colony, but four.  It suggested either unhealthy confidence or careful observation of humanity before opening fire.  Ted wouldn't have been surprised to discover that the aliens had surveyed the entire human sphere.  There was enough civilian traffic moving through interstellar space to conceal a handful of alien spy ships, if the aliens showed up on sensors at all.  Whatever the civilians might think, there was plenty of space between the planets to hide the entire human fleet.


  They think they can win, Ted thought.  He shivered at the thought.  Only a fool would start a war they didn't think they could win.  What do they want?


  “Yes, sir,” he said, pushing his thoughts aside.  The prospect of actually taking his ship into harm’s way galvanised him.  “I won’t let you down.”


  He rose to his feet and saluted, as smartly as he could.  Captain Fitzwilliam – no, he’d be a Commander now – followed, his face blank and unreadable.  Ted sighed, inwardly.  Fitzwilliam would have a major chip on his shoulder after being told he would be given command – and then watching as it was snatched away from him.  Ted wouldn't really blame him for being irked, but he couldn't afford the distraction of a sulking XO.  They would have to talk and hash it out, perhaps over a drink ...


  No, Ted told himself, firmly.  A drunkard could not take command of a ship that was going into action.  That was plain common sense.  You are not going to drink until the war is over.
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  CAPTAIN JAMES MONTROSE Fitzwilliam had to fight to keep his annoyance and disappointment from showing on his face as he followed his new commanding officer through the metallic corridors of Nelson Base.  It had seemed so perfect.  His uncle – a high-ranking officer – had known about the alert in time for James to attempt to push himself forward as Ark Royal’s commander.  A modern carrier would have required an officer with more experience – the old boy’s network went only so far – but Ark Royal didn't have such stringent requirements.  He could have taken command – and, in becoming the youngest commanding officer in the Royal Navy, ensured his swift promotion to command of a more modern starship.


  But Commodore – Captain, he reminded himself – Smith had talked the admiral into leaving him in command of Ark Royal.  The hell of it was, James knew, was that Smith might not be too far wrong.  James had served on two carriers and a frigate, but all three of them had been modern ships.  Britannia had barely been out of the slips when he'd served as her tactical officer.  But Ark Royal was over seventy years old.  She might well be harder to command than a more modern vessel.


  Resentment bubbled at the corner of his mind, muted by the grim awareness that Smith might have saved him from embarrassment – or worse.  He wouldn't gain experience of serving as XO on a modern carrier if he served on Ark Royal – and he wouldn't gain command experience to offset the starship’s age.  His career might just have been frozen solid, as solid as Smith’s own ... and he'd done it to himself.  How could he reasonably blame Smith for wanting to keep command?  He wanted command!


  They entered the shuttlebay and passed a handful of elaborate security checks before boarding the tiny ship.  Smith spoke briefly to the pilot, then settled back in his chair and closed his eyes.  James eyed him thoughtfully, wondering just what the older man was thinking.  Relief, perhaps, that he’d retained his command?  Or irritation at having a new XO thrust down his throat?  But then, Ark Royal hadn't had an official XO since she’d been placed in the reserves.  Smith had effectively been his own XO.


  The shuttle quivered as it floated out of the shuttlebay and headed towards the naval reserve yards, where Ark Royal was waiting.  James couldn't help a flicker of excitement as he leaned forward, peering out the porthole for his first glimpse of the massive carrier.  Even if he wasn't going to take command, he would still be serving on her – and the first sight of a new starship was always special.  Dozens of other shuttles and tiny starships floated through Earth’s crowded orbital space, their sheer multitude a sign that something was badly wrong.  It was only a matter of time, James knew, before the news media discovered what was going on.  And then ...


  He swallowed, feeling a curious tension at the base of his throat.  Unless it was all a big misunderstanding, they were going to be going to war – with aliens.  It was a staggering thought.  No one had anticipated aliens, not really.  The Royal Navy had confronted Chinese and Russian starships over brief disputes over mining and settlement rights, but there had been no major shooting war since the Puller Drive had been invented.  And yet ... he wondered, suddenly, just why so many resources had been poured into the military.  All of the major spacefaring powers had built up their navies, often at staggering cost.  Had they known there was a potential outside threat?


  But humans aren't known for being peaceable, he thought, snidely.  If we didn't keep up with our defences, our human enemies would overwhelm us.


  The shuttle quivered again as Ark Royal came into view.  James sucked in his breath, drinking in the details; the giant carrier was larger than he’d realised ... and cruder.  The elegant lines of modern carriers – to say nothing of civilian starships – were missing.  Instead, she was a boxy hulk, studded with weapons and sensor blisters.  Four fighter launch tubes protruded out of her hull, each one wrapped in heavy armour.  Ark Royal was as much battleship as she was carrier, he recalled from the briefing notes.  The naval doctrine of her time had insisted that carriers had to be able to take damage as well as dish it out.  It was one of the reasons her rate of acceleration was so slow.


  “Half of the weapons have been replaced over the years,” Smith said.  “Our tactical system had to be modified extensively just to handle them.”


  James jumped.  He hadn't realised Smith was watching him.  The back of his neck heated as he turned to face his commanding officer, realising that he had no choice, but to do his job to the best of his ability.  Connections, no matter how highly placed, wouldn't be enough to save him if his commanding officer wrote a negative review.  And besides, he had asked for it.


  “She’s magnificent, sir,” he said, and meant it.  “How well does she handle?”


  “Like a wallowing pig,” Smith said.  “There aren’t many real improvements we could make to the drives without tearing the whole rear section apart and replacing them completely.”


  The shuttle altered course, allowing him to see every last detail of the carrier’s hull.  James had to admit that she looked good, if crude.  She might have been in the reserves, but her crew hadn't been allowed to slack off ... even if they had felt they’d been exiled to the ass end of nowhere.  He felt an odd flicker of admiration for Smith.  The man might have a reputation for drinking, yet he'd managed to keep his command in shape.


  Smith keyed his terminal as the shuttle straightened out and headed towards the shuttlebay.  “I’m calling the senior crew to the shuttlebay,” he said, by way of explanation.  “There won’t be a formal welcoming party, I’m afraid, but I’ll introduce you to the senior officers.  You can meet the others later, once we’re more organised.”


  “Yes, sir,” James said.  There were senior officers who would be furious if the formalities were ignored, but he saw Smith’s point.  Ark Royal’s reserve crew didn't have the manpower to put on a display.  He swallowed again as he realised the depth of his own ignorance.  Ark Royal’s crew knew far more than him about their starship’s condition.  “I look forward to it.”


  Smith smiled.  The shuttle landed – there was a faint shiver as the shuttle’s artificial gravity field merged with the starship’s internal field – and the hatch hissed open.  James rose to his feet and followed Smith out of the hatch and into the shuttlebay, looking around with considerable interest.  The shuttlebay looked as crude as the starship’s interior, but it was clearly kept in good shape.  Two more shuttles, both partly cannibalised for spare parts, sat on the other side of the giant compartment.  They looked oddly pitiful to James’s eyes.


  It took him a moment to realise that something was missing ... and several more moments to realise what it was.  The omnipresent background noise from the starship’s drives was simply absent.  James felt his eyes narrow, then realised that most of the drives and their fusion cores would have been shut down while the starship remained in the reserves.  There was no point in placing further wear and tear on equipment that was effectively irreplaceable.


  They stepped through the airlock and into the welcoming lounge.  James saluted the flag, then straightened automatically as he saw four officers waiting for them.  All four of them looked alarmingly dishevelled, as if they’d only just climbed out of their bunks.  They didn't seem to have much pride in themselves, he realised grimly, and yet there was something about them that kept him from dismissing them automatically.  He couldn't place his finger on it.


  “Welcome aboard,” Smith said.  “Commander Fitzwilliam, please allow me to introduce Alan Anderson, Chief Engineer, Lieutenant Daniel Lightbridge, Helmsman, Lieutenant Commander Keith Farley, Tactical Officer and Midshipwoman Janelle Lopez.”


  There was a long moment as they exchanged salutes.  James studied them, silently promising to read their files as soon as possible.  Anderson looked tough; his left arm had been replaced with a metallic prosthetic that made no attempt to pass for natural flesh and blood.  Like most senior engineering crew, James knew, he would have spent most of his career on Ark Royal, working his way up the ranks to Chief Engineer.  Chances were that he wouldn't have a hope of another posting, even if Ark Royal were to be permanently decommissioned.  His experience would be years out of date.


  Lightbridge was a tall black man, his bald head gleaming in the cold light from overhead.  He held himself so still that it seemed almost unnatural, although there was a hint of easy competence in his stance.  All helmsmen, at least in James’s experience, resented not being starfighter pilots and tended to put their ships through exaggerated manoeuvres purely to prove they could.  Ark Royal probably wouldn't be able to tolerate it, he guessed, making another mental note to check the files.  Just who had Lightbridge pissed off to be posted to the ancient carrier?


  Keith Farley, by contrast, seemed permanently uncertain of his capabilities.  The name was oddly familiar, but it took James several moments to remember a naval bulletin that had named and shamed an officer who’d managed to ram an asteroid, a feat that should have been impossible.  No doubt part of the story had been missing, he decided, as he eyed Farley carefully.  He should have been kicked out of the navy if he'd actually rammed an asteroid.


  Midshipwomen Lopez was a surprise.  She was tall and slim, with a dark complexion and long dark hair that fell down her back.  Naval uniforms were  far from flattering, but James couldn't help noticing the swell of her breasts and the shape of her hips.  What was she doing on the ship?  James wondered, sourly, if she was having a relationship with one of the other crewmen.  Being assigned to Ark Royal was career death, to all intents and purposes.  The thought made him scowl, bitterly.  His own career might have been killed ... and he'd done it to himself.


  “You can meet everyone formally later,” Smith said.  He raised his voice, addressing his officers.  “Briefing Room A, ten minutes.”


  James nodded and followed Smith through the starship’s interior.  The corridors were bare; every few metres, a hatch lay open, revealing the starship’s innards.  James cringed, remembering just what his first CO had said when a hatch had been left open accidentally, then realised that Ark Royal’s crew didn't have much choice.  There was so much to do and so few of them to actually do it.  He was mildly surprised that there was no dust in the corridors; indeed, it seemed that the whole ship was surprisingly clean.


  He paused as he heard a dull rumble echoing through the ship.  “What was that?”


  “Test cycle for Fusion Five,” Smith said.  “We test one of the six fusion cores each day, just to make sure that they are still operational.  Losing one of them would be irritating.”


  “More than irritating,” James said, recalling his earlier thoughts.  “Could they be replaced, if necessary?”


  “We’d have to have the cores built specially for Ark Royal,” Smith said.  He smirked, as if something amusing had just struck him.  “Not the only such problem, of course.  We couldn't get the different generations of computer cores to work together, no matter what the manufacturer claimed.  In the end, we had to splice in a Chinese system we scrounged up from somewhere, just to provide a bridging system.  If we have to replace the cores, we can probably improve on the design and cut out half of the cost.”


  James stared at him.  “You have a Chinese computer system attached to the ship?”


  “Among others,” Smith said.  He seemed to be enjoying James’s discomfort.  “As I told you, we’ve had to improvise.”


  Briefing Room A looked as though it had been reassuringly normal, once.  A large table sat in the middle of the compartment, surrounded by chairs ... half of which were piled high with boxes.  Judging by the markings, James decided, Smith and his crew had laid claim to thousands of outdated spare parts that would otherwise have been sold to civilians or simply discarded for scrap.  Probably the former, he told himself, after a moment.  Even outdated military surplus would be useful for civilian starship crews.


  “Find a seat,” Smith said.  “We’ll start in a moment.”


  James hesitated, then took one of the handful of empty seats and watched as Midshipwoman Lopez entered, carrying a tray of mugs.  There was a large bottle beside the mugs, he noticed as she put the tray down on the table, but it was completely unmarked.  If it came from a still on Ark Royal – technically against regulations, yet he’d never served on a ship that didn't have a still – it might well be very strong indeed.


  “Be seated,” Smith ordered as his officers entered the compartment.  “We have a great deal to discuss.”


  It seemed remarkably informal to James, but he realised – as the officers sat down and reached for their mugs  - that they shared a camaraderie that bound them together, no matter how poor their grasp of naval discipline seemed to be.  Smith had forged a good team, he suspected, although they had never been tested in the fire.  But then, very few officers had any experience with interstellar combat.  A great many officers and men were going to be tested soon.


  “There have been developments,” Smith said, quietly.  He briefly ran through what the admiral had told them, ending with the statement that Ark Royal was going to return to active service.  “We have a month – perhaps less – to ready ourselves for combat.”


  “Aliens,” Anderson repeated.  “Not another race of Alien Space Bats, I hope?”


  James had to smile.  The Alien Space Bats had been a hoax, perpetrated by bored asteroid miners years ago, back when humanity hadn't yet left the Sol System.  By the time the miners had finally confessed to the hoax, countless academics had been taken in and wasted thousands of hours trying to make contact with the enigmatic aliens.  The affair had dented so many otherwise reputable careers that many scientists had refused to believe it when spacers had reported discovering non-intelligent life forms on several extra-solar worlds.


  “There have been deaths,” Smith said.  “And it isn't just us.  Every spacefaring power is bringing its military to full alert.”


  There was a long pause as they contemplated the end of peace.  James knew that MI6 knew the strengths and weaknesses of the other human interstellar powers ... but they knew nothing about the enigmatic alien threat.  Unless he’d been right, he told himself, and enough people had known to start preparing the human race for contact.  And yet ... surely the secret would have leaked out by now.  Humanity’s governments were very poor at keeping secrets.


  “We should have our new crewmen assigned to us within the week,” Smith said, before anyone could start discussing the potential nature of the threat.  “Once we do, I want to move ahead with a full rejuvenation of the ship.”  He looked over at Anderson.  “We’ll go with Option Alpha, I think, and concentrate on our war-fighting capabilities first.”


  “Understood,” Anderson said, gruffly.  “We will need to clear the launch bays before we can start taking on new fighters.”


  “It may be a while before we get them,” Smith said.  “They’ll all have to be removed from storage and checked out before they’re sent to us.”


  James blinked in surprise.  The carrier had no fighters?


  “They might send us the older models,” Farley suggested.  “I don’t think that many of the newer carriers could handle them.”


  “We will check it out,” Smith said.  He looked from face to face.  “This isn't a drill, but a real situation.  We – the entire human race – are going to war with a threat of unknown power and motivation.  All we really know about them is that they’re hostile.  I expect each and every one of you to do your duty.”


  “Of course, sir,” Anderson said.  He patted the table affectionately.  “The old lady will do her duty too.”


  Smith smiled.  “Of course she will,” he agreed.  He stood, then paused.  “As yet, there has been no formal announcement of the situation.  I imagine that will change, soon enough, but until then please don’t mention it in your v-mails.  It would be inconvenient to have to break you out of prison.”


  James had to smile at the weak joke, although he knew that Smith was right.  It wouldn't be long before word got out – and, once it did, there would be panic.  No wonder the admiral had wanted to get as much done as possible before the news hit the media datanet.  But something would definitely leak once the reserves were called up ...


  Of course it will, he thought, tartly.  The reserves haven’t been called up for anything other than mandatory training in years.


  Smith waited for the officers to leave the compartment, then turned to James.  “I want you to familiarise yourself as quickly as possible with the crew and our internal systems,” he ordered, shortly.  “Once we get the first set of reservists, I want you to handle their integration into the ship’s crew.  My current set of officers will have seniority, regardless of actual time served.  We can’t afford unpractised officers trying to take command, not now.”


  “Understood,” James said, recognising the unspoken warning.  He was an unpractised officer, at least on Ark Royal.  There was no alternative, but to study the ship as quickly as possible and figure out just what improvements had been made to the original systems.  “I won’t let you down.”


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Three


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  “BUT IT WASN'T MY FAULT!”


  Kurt Schneider gritted his teeth as he drove away from the school, silently cursing his teenage daughter under his breath.  It was her fault, he knew, that he had been summoned out of work early just to hear the headteacher explain, in great detail, precisely why Penny had been summarily suspended from school for two weeks.  And then – and then – he’d been warned that if her behaviour didn't improve, she would be permanently expelled and forced to find another school.


  “It really wasn't,” Penny whined.  “I didn't mean to get into a fight ...”


  “You told your teacher that she was a right stupid cow,” Kurt growled.  The recording of the whole incident had been shocking.  “And your headteacher was quite right to say your behaviour was unacceptable.”


  “But she kept changing the rules,” Penny insisted.  “I ...”


  “Shut up,” Kurt snapped, massaging his temples.  It had been a long day even before the call had come from school.  “When we get home, we are going to have a proper talk about your conduct.”


  Penny snorted, crossed her arms under her breasts and stared out the window, sulking in a pose that was as old as humanity itself.  Kurt glared at her, wondering just when his sweet little daughter had become a monster, then turned his attention back to the road.  If his wife hadn't thought that Polly – and her brother Percy – deserved an expensive education, they wouldn't be forced into pointless classes ... and he wouldn't have to work such long hours just to keep them in school.  He loved his children, really he did, but he wasn't in the mood to put up with an argument.


  She didn't say a word until he finally pulled up outside the house, whereupon she jumped out of the car and flounced inside, no doubt hoping to get her side of the story over to her mother first.  Kurt sighed, closing his eyes for a long moment of rest, then opened the door and climbed out of the car.  Inside, he could already hear Molly shouting at her daughter.  His wife didn't sound pleased at all.  She’d yell at Penny ... and then, Kurt knew, she’d yell at him.  It was funny how his daughter became his sole responsibility whenever she was in trouble.


  Sighing, he walked up the garden path and into the house.  Molly stood in the kitchen, her hands on her hips, glaring menacingly at Penny, who was shouting back at her.  It struck Kurt, not for the first time, that Penny was very much a younger version of her mother, complete with blonde hair and a powerful pair of lungs.  Kurt sighed again, then blinked in surprise as Molly marched over to him and shoved a piece of paper into his hand.  It was a printout of a email, he realised, as he unfolded it and read quickly.  And it was calling him back to duty.


  “You are grounded for the next two weeks,” Molly snarled at Penny.  “Go to your room and stay there!”


  Penny didn't go quietly.  Kurt heard her stamping up the stairs, then slamming the door to her bedroom hard enough to shake the house.  He ignored it with the ease of long practice as he reread the sheet of paper.  The Royal Navy wanted him back in the service, as soon as possible.


  “Well?”  Molly demanded.  “What’s all this about?”


  Kurt gritted his teeth, again.  His head was already pounding and her razor-sharp words were cutting through what remained of his composure.  The message didn't leave any room for evasion, he realised dully.  He was ordered to report to the nearest naval base at once or face the consequences.  And those consequences could be quite serious.


  “They’re calling me back to the flag,” he said, softly.  He swallowed, then nodded.  “I’ll have to call my boss.”


  “Now see here,” Molly snapped.  “I thought you wouldn’t have to go back on active duty ...”


  Kurt rubbed his forehead.  They’d met when he’d been a starfighter pilot, resplendent in his dark blue uniform.  But a starfighter pilot didn’t earn much and, when Penny had been born, he’d resigned from the service and gone into business.  The thought of getting back in a cockpit was staggering, but it had been years ... he shook his head.  There was no room to evade his duty.  He’d signed up to the reserves and pocketed the extra cash.  In exchange, he had to drop everything when his country called.


  “There isn't a choice,” he said, tiredly.  Mentally, he catalogued what he’d need.  He kept an overnight bag under the bed; he’d just have to check it, then add anything else he needed before departing.  And then he’d have to hire a taxi ... he couldn't take the car, not if he was going away for longer than a few hours.  “We took the money, remember?”


  Molly’s face darkened, unpleasantly.  She obsessed over the children, insisting that they received the best of everything, from food to education.  Both of them had genuinely believed that Kurt would never be asked to return to duty, apart from the mandatory week of training and exercises all reservists were expected to undertake.  But they’d been wrong.


  “I signed the papers,” Kurt reminded her, before she could explode again.  “If I don’t respond to the call, I could be jailed.  And then there would be no one to feed the family.”


  Molly sniffed as he turned and walked upstairs, wincing slightly at the sound of loud and obscene music coming from Penny’s room.  Molly had spoilt her daughter, he told himself tiredly.  There were days when he wondered if they would be called to jail to bail Penny out of trouble.  If, of course, they could ... it had been his fault too, he knew, but he was hardly ever there.  How could he spend quality time with his family while earning enough to keep the kids in school?


  Shaking his head, he walked into the bedroom and picked up his overnight bag.  He checked it carefully, then slung it over his shoulder and walked back downstairs.  Penny was already there, her face blotchy with tears.  Kurt rolled his eyes, not bothering to conceal his reaction.  Why the hell was Penny crying?  She was probably looking forward to a few days off school.


  “You’d better write to me as soon as possible,” Molly said, sternly.  “And this young lady” – she nodded towards Penny – “will be doing plenty of chores around the house.”


  Penny looked rebellious.  Kurt reached out and gave her a hug, then turned to face Molly.  His wife looked tired, but grimly determined.  Kurt silently thanked God that he wouldn't be there to hear the coming argument.  Molly would know, even if Penny didn't, just how vital it was that she stayed in the expensive school.  If nothing else, they would lose the rest of the year’s payments if Penny was expelled.


  Walking outside, he saw a taxi moving along the street and waved, hastily.  The taxi pulled up beside the curve, allowing him to climb inside.  He gave the address of the nearest aerospace base – he could report in to any military base, whereupon he would be directed to his muster point – and settled back, feeling his headache slowly fade away.  Being away from the children and his wife certainly seemed to make him feel better, no matter how unpleasant it sounded.  Just what had he been thinking, he asked himself, when he’d married her?


  You were distracted by her enormous knockers, he thought, ruefully.  No, that wasn't entirely fair.  Molly had been charming as well as attractive – and she could still be charming, when she wanted to be.  But she spent most of her time with the kids while he was at work, which made it harder for them to relax and just be themselves.  Maybe the break would do him good ... but what the hell was going on?  The last time he’d reported for training exercises had been seven months ago.  It was way too early for another one.


  There was a bleep from the taxi’s radio as the music cut out, replaced by a nervous-sounding voice.  “Please stay tuned for a message from the Prime Minister,” it said.  The cabbie swore and changed the channel, but it made no difference.  Kurt leaned forward as he realised that the message was going out on all channels.  “The Prime Minister will address the nation in ten minutes.”


  Kurt waited, impatiently, for the Prime Minister to begin to speak.  Combined with the call-up, it suggested bad news.  It suggested war.  He didn't make a habit of following international and interplanetary affairs, but he hadn't heard anything that suggested war was on the verge of breaking out.  There were bouts of trouble on colony worlds, brief disputes on Earth between smaller nations, yet nothing that should have demanded a full mobilisation ...


  The radio bleeped again, then a familiar voice came over the airwaves.  Kurt realised, as he listened, that the Prime Minister sounded dreadfully tired.  Something was definitely wrong.


  “We have received news from the very edge of settled space,” the Prime Minister said, in a manner that suggested he wasn't quite sure he believed his own words.  “A number of human settlements have been attacked by a force of unknown origin.  We do not know why these ... aliens attacked us, or what they want.  All we know is that they are hostile.”


  Kurt felt his blood run cold.  Aliens?  There had been speculation – and no shortage of movies, books and interactive games – about what might happen when humanity finally met another intelligent race.  The aliens might be friendly, they might be so different that communication was next to impossible ... or they might be hostile.  And yet, there was no logical reason for two interstellar powers to go to war.  There was no shortage of resources in space, nothing to fight over.  Unless they were so completely repulsed by humanity ...


  He shook his head as the Prime Minister kept speaking, declaring a state of emergency and informing the country that every last military reservist was being called up at once.  Kurt sighed, knowing just how many problems that would cause.  His job wasn't vitally important, but there were Royal Navy reservists working for interstellar transport and colonisation corporations.  Calling them all up to the colours would probably cause economic problems for the entire world.  But there seemed to be no alternative.


  “Aliens,” the cabbie said, when the Prime Minister had finally finished speaking.  “Do you believe it?”


  Kurt hesitated, then nodded.  “I think so,” he said, reluctantly.  “They wouldn't call up every last reservist if they didn't expect real trouble.”


  The cabbie said nothing else until they pulled up outside East Fortune Aerospace Base.  Kurt got out, paid him a sizable tip and then headed towards the gates.  A handful of RAF Regiment soldiers were on guard outside, fingering their weapons nervously.  Kurt eyed them as he joined the queue of reservists waiting to pass through the gates, realising – again – that this was deadly serious.  Inside, he reported in and then waited for orders.  They were a long time in coming.


  “Ark Royal?”  He said, when the message finally popped up in his terminal.  “They’re reactivating the Old Lady?”


  “So it would seem,” the harassed dispatcher said.  If Kurt had had any doubts about the seriousness of the situation, they would have been pushed aside by how desperately the military was scrambling to get everyone where they were going.  No one seemed to have done any preplanning at all.  “There’s a shuttle for Cochrane Yards leaving in an hour; once you're there, you can join the other reservists for pickup.”


  “Understood,” Kurt said.  He cursed inwardly, remembering that he had to call his boss – and Molly.  Would she be concerned about the prospect of him going to war?  “Let me know when the shuttle is boarding.”


  #
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  MAJOR CHARLES PARNELL cursed out loud as the enemy force appeared out of nowhere, advancing towards the handful of Royal Marines with deadly intent.  He’d deployed most of his men forward, leaving him and his officers dangerously exposed – precisely, he realised now, what the exercise designers had intended.  He dived for cover, then lifted his rifle and started firing towards the enemy soldiers.  They ducked themselves but kept advancing.


  I screwed this one up, he told himself, as he motioned for his men to fall back.  There was no time to recall any of his squads, not in time to make a difference.  He’d misread the situation and was about to suffer for it.  The post-exercise discussions would be hellish.  I ...


  His radio buzzed.  “ENDEX,” a voice said.  “I say again, ENDEX.”


  Charles blinked in surprise.  The exercise had barely begun!  Why was it being terminated?


  “Understood,” he said, keying his throat mike.  “ENDEX acknowledged.”


  He stood up and looked around.  Salisbury Plain training area had been carefully designed to allow the various ground forces to practice their trade.  The Royal Marines, who were regularly deployed to various colony worlds, made good use of the facilities ... but now, the exercise had simply been terminated.  He saw his commandos leaving cover and walking back towards the garrison, chatting to friends among the ‘enemy’ force.  One way or another, he knew, he would never have a chance to recover from his mistake.  It would be a permanent black mark on his record.


  They reached the garrison, where a handful of sergeants were hastily sorting out the various units and pointing them towards their barracks.  Charles spoke briefly to his Regimental Sergeant Major, then hastened down the corridor towards the briefing room.  It looked as though every exercise had been terminated, all commanding officers gathering to be briefed together.  Something was definitely wrong.


  He took a seat in the briefing room and chatted briefly to the other officers, but it rapidly became clear that none of them knew what was going on.  The CO entered the room, waved them back into their chairs before they could salute properly, then took his place at the front of the chamber.  His face was pale, almost ashen.  Had there been a natural disaster, Charles asked himself, or had terrorists struck again?  He forced himself to relax.  No doubt they would be given the answers soon enough.


  “We have made first contact – and they’re hostile,” the CO said, once the doors had been sealed.  “Several planets have been attacked by alien forces.”


  He ran through a brief outline of everything they knew, which wasn't much.  Civilians had no idea how long it could take to get a message from the edge of human space to Earth, which meant that the aliens might already have invaded several more worlds.  It was quite likely that several worlds along the frontier had no idea of what was going on – and the first warning they’d get would come when alien starships materialised in their skies.


  “All exercises are hereby terminated,” the CO continued, once he had finished outlining the bare bones of the situation.  “We will be deploying within the week, ideally, either to places on Earth or Britannia.  Marine units will probably be deployed to Royal Navy starships; so far, we have only the bare bones of a deployment plan. I don’t think I have to tell you that all leave is cancelled.”


  There were some chuckles.  “Sir,” a wag in the back row said, “would this be a good time to take my sick leave?”


  “Probably,” the CO said, to general amusement.  He smiled, then sobered.  “We have been prepping for minor deployments, not a full-scale war.  It is possible, I suppose, that the whole issue will be settled before too long, once the diplomats get to work.  But we have to assume the worst.  You and your men will go to war against an immensely powerful enemy with unknown motivations.  We don't know who they are and we don't know what they want.”


  “Us, it would seem,” Charles muttered.


  The CO ignored him.  “Prepare your men; I want everyone ready for departure within twenty-four hours.  Deployment orders will be issued as soon as possible.  Once the orders are issued, we will arrange transport on a priority basis.  I imagine that the Marines will go first, as the Royal Navy is preparing its carriers for departure.”


  He paused.  “Are there any questions?”


  A Colonel stuck up his hand.  “Are we going to be engaged in joint operations?”


  “I don’t know, but I assume so,” the CO said.  “Scuttlebutt suggests that the Prime Minister is attempting to hammer out the details of a unified command with the other interstellar powers, but it could take months before we have a clear idea of who’s in ultimate command.  For the moment, we will operate on the assumption that we will fight under separate national authority.”


  Charles scowled.  Collectively, the human race had a formidable number of carriers, starfighters and smaller warships.  But that strength would be diluted if they fought separately, rather than as one unified force.  Unity of command would be vitally important ... but, at the same time, he suspected the Royal Navy would balk at placing its ships under Chinese or Russian command.  Or French, for that matter.  The old rivalry between Britain and France kept popping up from time to time.


  Not a problem for us, at least, he told himself.  Unless British settlements were attacked, it was unlikely the ground forces would see any action.  But then, they were prepped for starship deployments ...


  “See to your men,” the CO ordered.  “Dismissed!


  Four hours later, orders finally arrived.  Charles read them, wondering just what the head shed were thinking.  Instead of being attached to a modern carrier, his unit would be deployed to Ark Royal.  It looked as though someone expected the carrier to see action.


  Or, he thought silently, that they don’t want us to see action.
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  “CAPTAIN,” MIDSHIPWOMAN Lopez said, over the intercom, “the latest shuttle is approaching the shuttlebay.”


  Ted nodded.  Three days of struggling desperately to prepare Ark Royal for active service had reminded him, again, of just how much paperwork the first commanding officer of any starship had to actually do.  Everything had to be carefully detailed and documented, in triplicate, before the ship could leave orbit.  In Ark Royal’s case, the modifications the crew had made to keep her functional also had to be carefully noted, just to make life simpler for the bureaucrats.  But they’d probably end up with headaches if they tried to follow what his crew had done.


  “Understood,” he said, dropping the terminal on his desk.  His office was large, in theory, but several more boxes of spare parts had been stored there for the last few years.  “I’m on my way.”


  He looked wistfully at the cabinet containing his selection of alcohol, then angrily dismissed the thought and strode out of the cabin.  It was tempting, so very tempting, to take a glass ... but he knew it wouldn't remain at a single glass.  He’d take another, and then another, until he was blind drunk.  And then the admiral would relieve him of command, once he found out.


  200 crewmen, mainly borrowed from the Luna Shipyards, had already come aboard Ark Royal since the PM had made his announcement.  They’d done wonders for the ship, but it would still be at least two weeks before they could reasonably claim to be ready for any kind of deployment.  Ted marched down the corridor, noting where internal nodes had been carefully replaced with modern systems, then reminded himself to skim through the paperwork once the work was completed.  They had to make sure that all of the different systems could work together before they took the starship into combat.


  He nodded to Commander Fitzwilliam as he entered the shuttlebay, just in time to watch as the shuttle came into land.  Fitzwilliam wasn't doing too badly, as far as Ted could tell, although he was clearly unprepared for the carrier’s idiosyncrasies.  But then, that would be true of almost everyone in the Royal Navy.  The only way to prepare for the carrier was to serve on the carrier.  Thankfully, Fitzwilliam was smart enough to listen to his subordinates, rather than lord himself over them.  He understood the limitations of his own knowledge.


  “Mainly starfighter pilots,” Fitzwilliam said, as the shuttle’s hatch opened.  “They seem to think we need them more than engineers and other workers.”


  Ted wasn't surprised.  Years of experience with the Royal Navy’s bureaucracy had left him convinced that the bureaucrats knew absolutely nothing about commanding a starship.  A bureaucrat had determined that Ark Royal needed starfighter pilots and starfighter pilots had been sent, even though there were no starfighters for them to fly.  It probably helped that the starfighter pilots were almost all reservists, who really should have been called up later, once the ship was ready for them.


  He waited until the pilots were lined up, then stepped forward.  “Welcome aboard,” he said.  “I will be blunt.  There are no starfighters, so we’re adding you to the personnel pool right now.  You will start by cleaning out your living space, then helping to prepare the launch tubes for the starfighters, once they finally arrive.”


  None of the pilots looked very happy at his words.  Ted concealed his amusement with an effort.  Pilots were often prima donnas, demanding everything from the very best of rations to having their starfighters prioritised for repair.  It was a form of compensation, he had been told, for the simple fact that one hit would destroy their starfighters and kill them.  But it was still incredibly annoying.


  “As yet, we have no word on when we will actually deploy,” he continued.  “However, I will inform you as soon as we get the word.”


  He nodded to Fitzwilliam, who stepped forward and led the starfighter pilots towards their living quarters.  Their quarters had been largely untouched since Ark Royal had gone into the reserves, leaving the pilots with the task of cleaning them up.  It was irritating – Ted would have preferred more time to prepare – but the bureaucrats hadn't given him a choice.  They’d already caused the pilots to waste two days at Cochrane.


  Shaking his head, he turned and headed back towards his office.  The paperwork wouldn't do itself, sadly.  And besides, he needed to requisition some other equipment personally.  The bureaucrats hadn't listened to Anderson when he’d made the request.  But they’d listen to him.


  Or so he hoped.
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  IT HAD BEEN NEARLY ten years since Kurt Schneider had set foot on a carrier – and that had been a modern carrier, for its time.  Ark Royal, by contrast, seemed to have come out of a museum, complete with pieces of outdated equipment that should have been discarded years ago.  The air smelled faintly musty as he followed the XO through a series of airlocks and into the quarters set aside for starfighter pilots.  When he saw them, he couldn't help swearing out loud.


  “Crap,” one of the younger pilots said.  She wasn't a reservist; Kurt had no idea what she’d done to be assigned to Ark Royal.  “Dust.  Dust everywhere.”


  “You’ll have to deal with it,” the XO said.  “I’m afraid we don’t have time to handle everything ourselves.”


  Kurt sighed, but nodded.  Their enforced break on Cochrane had allowed him a chance to download the files on Ark Royal – at least the ones available to a reservist without an active clearance – and one thing had been clear.  With only forty crewmen assigned to the crew, there was no way the ship could be kept in tip-top condition.  It was unfortunate that they would have to clear their own living quarters first, but there was no alternative.


  “A word with you, Schneider,” the XO continued.  “If you’ll join me outside ...?”


  It wasn't a request, Kurt knew.  He followed the XO back out of the compartment, then into a smaller compartment that was probably intended to be the CAG’s office.  All of the equipment that would once have been held there had been stripped out, leaving the compartment thoroughly bare.  It was a minor miracle, Kurt decided, that there was even a light.  The entire compartment resembled a dim cave, rather than a place to work.


  “We are unlikely to receive many active duty starfighter pilots,” the XO said, without preamble.  “The ones we do have are the ones with ... disciplinary problems.  Accordingly, you are appointed Commander Air Group, at least for the moment.  Is that acceptable?”


  Kurt swallowed.  “It's been eight years since I served in a regular unit,” he said, finally.  “And I was never more than squadron XO ...”


  “You’re the best we have,” the XO said.  “We may get someone else, someone preferable, later on, but for the moment we have you.  Suck it up and deal with it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Kurt said.  He scowled to himself.  How could he be a CAG when there were no starfighters for his pilots to fly?  “When are we likely to receive fighters?”


  “Hopefully, within the week,” the XO assured him.  “But we have to prepare the launch tubes first, you see.”


  Kurt nodded, then turned and walked back into his quarters.  He knew a couple of the other pilots from his previous service, but it seemed that the bureaucrats – in their infinite wisdom – hadn’t seen fit to keep reserve units together.  It wasn't too surprising, he knew; his reserve unit had been scattered over interplanetary space, with a handful of the pilots even based on Britannia rather than Earth.  But it still meant that they would have to build up a working relationship faster than anyone would have preferred.


  He pursed his lips, then blew a single note.  The pilots looked up at him, expectantly.  He looked back, wondering which of them were going to be problems.  The active duty pilots might have expected to be promoted – maybe that was why some of them had transferred – despite whatever problems were concealed within their files.  Normally, they would have been right too.  Active duty pilots were considered one grade senior to their reserve counterparts.


  “I have been appointed CAG, pro tem,” he said, shortly.  If anyone was disappointed, they’d just have to deal with it.  “We should receive our starfighters within the week.  However, until then, we will have to prepare the fighter tubes for launch.”


  There was some grumbling, but no actual dissent.  Kurt allowed himself a moment of relief.  They were all adults, thankfully, not little children.  Or even big children like Penny and Percy, he added, in the privacy of his own thoughts.


  “I know this isn't what we expected when we signed on the dotted line,” he added, “but it has to be done.  I’ll speak privately to each of you over the coming week, so we get to know each other a little better.  Once we receive our fighters, we will begin regular training.  We may be able to cannibalise a simulator from Luna Base, but it won’t be as good as reality.”


  He smiled at their expressions.  Simulators were good, he had to admit, and much safer than actual training missions, but they didn't quite do everything.  Pilots could replay the infamous trench scene in a simulator, or go buzzing through an asteroid field that didn't exist, at least outside the imaginations of science fiction writers, yet the sense of danger was missing.  A crash in a simulator was embarrassing, a crash in a real starfighter was lethal.


  “Now,” he said, looking around the compartment.  “Time to get this mess cleared up.”


  He watched the other pilots as they swept up the dust, removed the protective covers from the bunks and cleaned out the showers.  Most of them seemed to accept their task willingly, but a handful were grumbling under their breath as they worked.  One – a girl who would have been pretty, if she hadn't been scowling all the time – looked particularly annoyed.  Kurt wondered, absently, if she had a reason to be annoyed, then dismissed the thought.  If she hadn't wanted to go where she was sent, she shouldn't have joined the military.


  You weren't much better when you were on active duty, he reminded himself.  It was an uncomfortable thought.  Were you?


  Once the room was clean – or at least cleaner – he reached for his terminal and checked the duty roster.  Neither he nor his pilots had been added to it – the XO presumably hadn't gotten around to it – so he told his pilots to get a few hours of sleep before time ran out.  It wouldn't be long, he was sure, before they were put back to work.  But it would be just long enough to write out a message for Molly and then work out what needed to be done to get the fighter tubes ready for their new craft.


  #


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  JAMES WATCHED THE NEWLY-appointed CAG returned to his quarters – there was no hope of a separate set of quarters for the CAG, at least not yet – then pulled his terminal off his belt and glanced down at the list of tasks.  The next flight of crewmen – engineering crew this time, thankfully – were due to arrive in an hour, giving him time to inspect the tactical section before they arrived.  There was already a long list of improvements and modifications that had to be made, but he knew they were nowhere near the end.


  He strode back through the network of corridors – Ark Royal was even more internally complex than the more modern carriers – and into the tactical section.  Lieutenant Commander Keith Farley was already there, issuing orders to a handful of crewmen while watching a tactical simulation on the display.  There was little data on the enemy forces – at least, not yet – but Ark Royal had quite a few surprises for any human starship that got too close.  The rail guns and mass drivers might be outdated, yet they packed one hell of a wallop.


  “We’re going to need a regular supply of projectiles,” Farley informed him.  “I’d like to obtain a compressor – perhaps from an asteroid mining crew – and then use that to produce new projectiles upon demand.  We may be operating some distance from regular supply services.”


  James nodded, impressed.  Mass drivers were powerful, but they burned through ammunition at a terrifying rate.  It wasn't as if they were firing expensive missiles – the projectiles were nothing more than pieces of rock – yet even a carrier as large as Ark Royal couldn't carry an infinite supply.  But a compressor would allow them to produce their own projectiles from asteroid materials, if they had time to pause to reload.


  “Put in the request and I’ll countersign it,” he said.  There shouldn’t be any problem arranging for a compressor, not when no one else would have a use for it.  The only other ships that carried mass drivers were older ships from the lesser powers.  “What about missiles and pulse cannons?”


  “Missiles may be delayed,” Farley admitted, reaching for his terminal.  “Everyone and their dog wants missiles right now and we’re down at the bottom of the priority list.  The pulse cannons are on their way – thankfully, the other carriers already had theirs installed – and we should have them set up within the week.  The real problem, of course, is going to be coordinating everything.”


  James winced.  Modern carriers were built to avoid friendly fire ... but Ark Royal’s systems were less capable of separating friend from foe.  Even with computers – no human mind could hope to handle the speeds involved – it was still difficult to be absolutely sure that a foe was being targeted before the opportunity vanished into nothingness.  The engineering crew had promised that more modern sensors would be arranged, but they had problems interacting with the other systems.  Given enough time, he suspected that Anderson would have preferred to rip everything out and start again with more modern technology.  But that would have taken years.


  “I’m currently working out ways to manipulate active sensor probes and passive sensor arrays to make it easier to provide full coverage,” Farley added.  “However, if we were flying with more modern carriers, I would suggest tapping down our own sensors and relying on theirs.”


  “Dangerous,” James observed.  “I don’t think the Captain would approve.”


  “Me neither,” Farley agreed.  “It depends on just how the Admiralty intends to employ us.”


  James sighed.  After the first briefing, there had been nothing from the Admiralty – at least nothing concerning Ark Royal directly.  There had been security alerts, warnings that peaceniks were already starting to protest against the war, and a handful of speculative papers on just what the aliens might have in mind, but nothing more specific.  The media had been crammed with even more baseless speculation, ranging from horror stories about alien atrocities to suggestions that the human race had somehow provoked the war.  But no one knew anything for sure.


  “I believe that depends on how quickly we get ready for active service,” James said.  He sighed, then looked up at the simulation.  “Keep me informed of progress.”


  Farley nodded, then returned to his work.


  James’s terminal buzzed.  “Sir,” Midshipwomen Lopez said, “the Royal Marine shuttle is requesting permission to land.”


  “Oh,” James said.  He glanced at his chronometer, then swore.  The planned schedule had called for the Marines to arrive the following day, when Ark Royal was ready for them.  If the Marines came onboard now ... they would have to help set up their own gear.  The crewmen didn't have the time to handle it.  “Tell them to dock, then inform the Captain.  I’ll meet them in the shuttlebay.”
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  “SOMEONE SEEMS TO LIKE us, sir,” Captain Reginald Jackson said, once the XO had shown them to the barracks and departed.  “Only a little dust, smelly sheets ... good god, they even gave us a shower!”


  Charles snorted, unable to conceal his amusement completely.  Compared to some of the places his commando had slept over the years, Ark Royal was paradise incarnate.  Marine Country was always cramped, forcing the commandos to share beds from time to time, but that wouldn't be a problem on Ark Royal.  Only 120 Royal Marine Commandos had been assigned to the ship under his command, which meant there was plenty of room for them to spread out in the vast barracks.


  “It doesn't look like they set out to welcome us,” he agreed.  Normally, Royal Marines and naval crewmen hazed one another mercilessly.  Ark Royal’s crew clearly hadn't had the time, even if they’d had the inclination, to prepare an unpleasant welcome for the marines.  But then, there was a war on.  Even the pettiest of naval crewmen would have thought better of continuing the rivalry when they might have to rely on the marines to save their lives.  “Get the bags unpacked, then we can inspect the training facilities.”


  He watched his men preparing themselves, feeling a twinge of pride.  The Royal Marines prided themselves on being the roughest and toughest British fighting men – a claim that was hotly disputed by other units that considered themselves equally tough – and no marine was ever allowed to wear an armoured combat suit without proving himself on the ground first.  Training was harsh, unrelenting and sometimes lethal, but those who emerged from the experience were ready for anything.  But they’d never seriously prepared for alien contact.


  The RSM saluted, once the final bags were stowed away.  “All present and correct, sir,” he said.  “We’re ready for deployment.”


  Charles smiled.  “Good,” he said.  Royal Marines served as everything from boarding parties to onboard security.  If nothing else, they could be sure of doing something new every few days.  Just because there was a war on there was no good reason to neglect endless training and exercises.  “Let us go prepare for the war.”
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  “ROGER,” ROSE ANSWERED.  “What should I do until then?”


  Kurt rolled his eyes.  The joke had been outdated when the military had started experimenting with jet fighters, let alone starfighters in interplanetary space.  But it was good to realise that the squadrons were coming together, even if it did mean some cheek and backtalk from his subordinates.  He settled back into his chair, then watched as the enemy fighters closed in rapidly on the flight of Spitfires.


  “On my mark, jink and engage,” he ordered, curtly.  “I don’t want them anywhere near the carrier.”


  The enemy starfighters looked as if they weren't even bothering to try to hold a formation.  A civilian pair of eyes would have thought the pilots were drunk or incompetent, but experienced starfighter pilots knew better.  Predictable flight paths meant certain death for the pilots; the enemy were jinking around like mad, even as they approached Ark Royal’s defenders.  Long-range shots would almost certainly do nothing more than alarm them – and accomplish that much only if they were not experienced enough to know that the odds of being hit were almost non-existent.


  Spitfires didn't look anything like their famous namesakes from the Battle of Britain.  They were spherical craft, bristling with weapons and drive thrusters that could push them in any direction.  Spacecraft didn't have to be bound by the laws governing jet aircraft in planetary atmospheres, after all.  It was impossible to build a starfighter that also functioned as a jet fighter to engage targets on the ground.


  “Mark,” he ordered.  “Now!”


  The starfighters jinked, then opened fire as the enemy came into range.  Kurt watched grimly as the enemy concentrated on blowing through the defending formation, instead of trying to hunt them down one by one.  It suggested, part of his mind noted, that they were armed with anti-carrier missiles rather than being configured to sweep space clean of hostile starfighters.  But they still carried chain guns of their own, ready to take shots at any starfighter that presented itself as a target.  Kurt cursed under his breath as two of his pilots died, followed by five enemy fighters.  The remainder accelerated towards Ark Royal, forcing the defenders to give chase.


  We’re rusty, he thought, sourly.  Two weeks of intensive practice had allowed the pilots to recover their skills, but none of them had worked together before being assigned to Ark Royal.  It didn't help that some of the reservists hadn't set foot on a carrier for years, let alone flown a starfighter.  If they were being graded, Kurt suspected, the entire unit would have been relieved of duty and probably broken up completely.  But instead they might have to face a mysterious alien foe ...


  The enemy starfighters didn't flinch as they flew into the teeth of Ark Royal’s point defence.  Instead, they launched missiles towards the carrier, then tried to break free before it was too late, scattering randomly as they fled.  Kurt cursed again as four of the missiles struck home, nuclear warheads detonating against the ship’s hull.  Moments later, it was all over.


  “End exercise,” he ordered, quietly.  Ark Royal was tough, armoured in a way no modern carrier was armoured, but even she couldn't survive four nuclear blasts in quick succession.  Even a single direct hit would have been alarming; if nothing else, it would damage the network of sensors and weapons mounted on the ship’s hull.  “Return to base; I say again, return to base.”


  He didn't say anything else until they were seated in the briefing compartment with mugs of hot tea in front of them.  There was no hard data on just what the enemy could do, he knew, so they’d assumed that they would be facing modern starfighters armed with the latest in drives, weapons and stealth gear.  The Spitfires weren't that outdated – the mechanics had been able to refit them with modern sensors – but they had their limitations.  And Ark Royal’s limited sensor arrays didn't help.


  “So,” he said, looking around the compartment.  “We lost the carrier.  I think that counts as a disaster.”


  No one disagreed.  Starfighters couldn't hope to return home without a carrier, not with their very limited life support.  In theory, they could be picked up by other starships, but no one had ever tried to recover more than a handful of starfighters at once.  Kurt made a mental note to recommend that such operations be practiced as soon as possible, although he suspected that the Royal Navy had other problems.  Two carriers had been added to the unified defence fleet and dispatched outwards to New Russia, while most of the remainder had been assigned to Earth or Britannia.  It would be months before they were ready to start experimenting with new procedures.


  “The Captain will not be pleased, I imagine,” he continued.  “What did we do wrong?”


  “Let them get past us,” Rose said, sourly.  She’d come very close to being taken out too.  “We need another flight of starfighters closer to the carrier.”


  “And what would happen,” another pilot asked, “if the point defence mistakes those craft for enemy fighters?”


  “They end up dead,” Rose pointed out, snidely.  “Look; we either run the risk of letting them get within missile range of the carrier or we run the risk of letting our point defence take pot-shots at us.”


  Kurt snorted.  He knew the ideal answer from exercises, but exercises always left out the real danger.  The Royal Navy’s planners fought constant battles with the bureaucrats and well-meaning politicians over the use of live weapons in exercises, even though such exercises were always more informative than simulated danger.  But then, losing a pilot in an exercise would be politically dangerous.  It would be used against the Navy by the politicians.


  “We will have to split our forces,” he said, raising his voice.  Debates were often interesting and it was important that the pilots learned to speak their minds, but in the end the final responsibility stopped with Kurt himself.  Somehow, he doubted the other pilots would be allowed to join him when he faced a court martial if things went wrong.  “It will mean additional risk, true, but I see no alternative.”


  He sighed.  “We’ll run another set of exercises in two hours,” he added.  “Go get some sleep, then assemble back here for pre-flight briefing.  Any questions?”


  “Yes,” one of the pilots said.  “When can we expect to receive more pilots?”


  Kurt sighed.  After the first rush to get pilots and fighters to Ark Royal, the bureaucrats had switched their attention to equipping the unified defence fleet, downgrading the ancient carrier to a lower priority.  He couldn't really blame them, he knew, but it was still frustrating when he was responsible for the carrier’s fighters.  They could cram another two wings of starfighters into the launch bays without real difficulty, hopefully including some torpedo-bombers.  Right now, Ark Royal had almost no long-range striking power, apart from the mass drivers.


  “We’ll get them when we get them,” he said, tiredly.  Someone had clearly worked out that recalling the naval reservists from interplanetary shipping lines would be economically disastrous.  He would have been impressed by this display of common sense on the part of the bureaucrats if it hadn't been so irritating to have to constantly report that the fighter wings were not ready for deployment.  “Go get some sleep.”


  He held out a hand as Rose stood up.  “Hold on,” he said, as the other pilots cleared the room.  “I want a word with you.”


  Rose looked up at him crossly, then sat down again, one hand toying with her short blonde hair.  She wasn't unattractive, Kurt knew, but her permanently soured expression made it harder to feel any attraction for her.  Not that was a bad thing, he reminded himself hastily.  He was a married man.  Once the other pilots were gone, he closed the hatch and sat down facing her.


  “You're having personal problems,” he said, silently damning himself for ever agreeing to take the CAG post.  He was meant to fly with the pilots as well as discipline them.  A normal CAG wouldn't fly at all, except in emergencies.  “And they’re affecting your performance.”


  Rose scowled.  “That’s none of your bloody business,” she snapped.  “With all due respect, sir ...”


  Kurt cut her off.  “You’re an excellent flier when you put your mind to it, but you're being distracted,” he said.  There was no point in penalising her for her tone.  “Either share your problems with me or put them out of your mind, for good.”


  “It's my boyfriend,” Rose said, softly.  “He’s ... he’s been deployed with the unified defence force.”


  It took Kurt a moment to put it together.  Her file hadn't been too clear on what she’d actually done to be sent to Ark Royal; indeed, the comments had been so elliptical that he hadn't been able to work them out.  But if she’d been sleeping with a fellow pilot, perhaps even one in the same squadron ...


  He shook his head.  Fraternisation between crewmembers was a dirty little secret within the Royal Navy; it wasn't meant to happen, but everyone knew someone who’d engaged in sexual relationships while on deployment.  Sometimes, a commanding officer would turn a blind eye; sometimes, the happy couple would be broken up, normally by having one of them reassigned to a different starship.  There was no formal regulations, but informally it depended on just how badly the relationship affected discipline.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, and meant it.  He’d never had a relationship with another pilot, but he knew just how intense such relationships could become.  “But you can't let it affect your duties.”


  Rose sagged.  “I know that,” she said, weakly.  “What do you suggest I do?”


  “Write him v-mails, then forget about it,” Kurt said.  He paused, feeling a sudden flush of embarrassment.  “Remember that some v-mails may be viewed by security officers now that we’re in a state of war.”


  He smiled at her expression.  It hadn't been that long ago that a girlfriend had composed v-mails to her boyfriend in the navy, including videos of her naked and performing sexual acts with a girlfriend.  Somehow – Kurt suspected treachery – the videos had been distributed through the naval communications network and then into the planetary datanet.  The resulting inquiry hadn't been able to place the blame.


  “I don’t think I have time to be explicit,” Rose said.  She gave him a smile that completely transformed her face.  “Thank you, sir.”


  Kurt dismissed her, then turned his attention to his terminal.  A new v-mail from Molly had popped into the ship’s datanet, allowing him to view it now he was alone.  It wasn't even remotely explicit; Molly reported that Penny still wasn't doing too well at school, while Kurt’s boss had warned that he might have to find a replacement if Kurt didn't return to work soon.  Technically, it was illegal to sack a reservist who had been called back to the colours, but Kurt understood his boss’s dilemma.  He couldn’t afford to pay Kurt’s salary while receiving nothing in return and it might be months or years before government compensation appeared.


  He shook his head, ruefully, as Molly kept outlining the problems with Penny.  Their daughter was smart enough to understand just how incompetent her teacher was, according to Molly, which led her to act badly in class.  But Kurt knew that there would always be incompetent assholes in the world ... and many of them would be in places of power.  Penny was doing herself no favours by challenging her tutor ...


  Shaking his head, he keyed the switch and started to record another message.  Maybe another lecture from her father would help.  Or maybe she’d just keep rebelling against her parents ...


  #
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  “I HAVE THE FINAL SET of medical reports,” Midshipwoman Lopez said, once she had stepped into James’s cabin and closed the hatch behind her.  “Doctor Hastings requests that you make time to discuss a handful of issues with her.”


  “Understood,” James said, as he took the datapad she offered him and glanced down at it thoughtfully.  Regulations stated that every officer and crewman had to undergo a complete physical examination but putting them off as long as possible was an old Royal Navy tradition.  He’d set a good example by reporting for his own exam as soon as the doctor had configured sickbay to her liking, yet he’d still had to chase the other senior officers to force them to put time aside to see the doctor.  “Take a seat.”


  He studied the younger woman as she sat down, resting her hands on her lap.  Midshipwoman Lopez’s file was curiously empty, without even the codes that might imply that there were details well above his level of access.  As far as he could tell, she’d gone through the Academy – she hadn't been part of the honours class, but she’d hardly done badly – and then been assigned to Ark Royal.  It made no sense.  None of the original crew had been assigned to Ark Royal without screwing up at one point or another.  But Midshipwoman Lopez seemed to be the exception.


  Maybe she annoyed someone, he thought.  But who could a Midshipwoman annoy who would assign her to Ark Royal?  It was true that some Admirals could be hellishly vindictive, but something so blatant would only attract attention – and the old boy’s network had ways to deal with Admirals who abused their positions too much.


  He threw caution to the winds and asked.  “Why are you here?”


  “You told me you wanted the reports as soon as possible,” Midshipwoman Lopez said.  “I brought them to you ...”


  “Not now,” James said.  “Why are you assigned to Ark Royal?”


  “I requested it,” Midshipwoman Lopez said.


  James gaped at her, unable to even try to control his expression.  He had requested the assignment to Ark Royal, but he'd assumed that he would be her CO.  If that hadn't seemed likely, he would have tried to take a position on one of the more modern carriers.  Even if he hadn't been promoted to command, he would have been well-placed to take command later, once his CO moved onwards.


  But someone as hopelessly junior as a midshipwoman?  She would always have the shadow of Ark Royal looming over her, reminding her future commanding officers that she would require extensive retraining to serve on a modern starship.  Maybe, just maybe, she’d assumed that she would climb the ranks on Ark Royal, but that would still leave her on a starship that should be sent to the breakers.  Unless she'd known, somehow, that Ark Royal would be called back to service ...


  He shook his head, dismissing the thought.  That was impossible.


  “You requested it,” he repeated.  It wasn't uncommon for graduating officers to request postings ... but, unless they were in the top ten places at the Academy, it was rare for a newly-minted officer to receive the post they wanted.  But there would be almost no competition for slots on Ark Royal.  “Might I ask why?”


  Midshipwomen Lopez hesitated.  “My maternal grandfather was the Elected King of Karees,” she said, after a long moment.  “The population was one of the more eccentric asteroid civilisations ... until one day there was a major life support failure and the entire asteroid had to be evacuated.  Ark Royal was the Royal Navy starship that responded to the crisis and took my grandfather and his people onboard.”


  James had to smile, remembering the notation in Ark Royal’s logbook.  The engineers had noted, afterwards, that the population seemed to have deliberately sabotaged their own asteroid, although no one had been able to figure out why.  Some asteroids held settlements with really strange principles, including a handful who enjoyed taking risks with the life support.  The discovery of the Puller Drive had sent thousands of such settlements expanding out of the solar system to places where they could enjoy true privacy.


  “My grandfather ended up becoming a British citizen,” Midshipwomen Lopez added.  “He also willed his remaining funds to the preservation trust for Ark Royal.  When I graduated, keeping the Old Lady going seemed a worthwhile use of my time.”


  “I see,” James said.  It was odd, but hardly a major problem.  “I trust that you enjoy serving on the ship?”


  “It’s quite fascinating,” Midshipwomen Lopez assured him.  “We can’t just insert components into the ship’s computers and expect them to work.  We often have to rewrite the computer codes or insert bridges between two separate systems that were never intended to work together.  Understanding all the different links is tricky, but ...”


  She shrugged, her face lighting up.  “I dare say I've learned more than anyone outside engineering or computer support,” she added.  “And we have kept the Old Lady ready for action.”


  “Or close to it,” James agreed.  He looked down at the reports on his desk.  It would be another week before Ark Royal was truly ready for deployment – or as close to it as he expected they would ever become – but the crew had done an excellent job.  “Thank you for coming.  I have no doubt I will have more tasks for you in a few hours.”


  Midshipwomen Lopez rose to her feet.  “Thank you, sir,” she said.  “I’m due in Engineering in twenty minutes.”


  “Go grab a mug of coffee,” James said, absently.  He paused as a thought occurred to him.  “Was your grandfather the driving force behind the preservation society?”


  “No, just one of them,” Midshipwomen Lopez assured him.


  James smiled as she left the compartment, remembering what he’d been told when he’d first realised that Ark Royal might be reactivated.  There was a pressure group dedicated to keeping the Old Lady in service, even if she was just in the reserves.  Why not?  She was hardly the only starship to merit being kept alive.  And besides, with the sudden desperate need for hulls, the Royal Navy might have good cause to be relieved they’d kept her.


  Shaking his head, he picked up the terminal and went back to work.
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  TED HAD TO SMILE WHEN he walked into Briefing Room A, followed closely by Commander Fitzwilliam.  The boxes of spare parts had been removed from the compartment and stowed away in disused cabins, allowing his senior officers to take their seats without having to worry about being careful where they sat.  Midshipwomen Lopez had even managed to scrounge up some replacement chairs, although they weren't marked with Ark Royal’s crest.


  “Be seated,” he ordered, shortly.  “We seem to have met our deadline.”


  His senior crew exchanged nods.  They’d worked frantically for over a month to get Ark Royal ready for service, a month during which there had been no further alien contact.  Ted had heard that the unified defence command was talking about sending scoutships back to the attacked systems, just to see what was happening there, but as far as he knew nothing had actually come of the proposals.  All he could really do was wait to see what happened, just like the civilians on Earth.  Thankfully, the panic had slowly faded away as further attacks failed to materialise.


  “We could still do with additional training,” Wing Commander Schneider said.  The CAG leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table.  “The fighter wings have a very inconsistent level of practice, I’m afraid.”


  “Keep working on it,” Ted ordered, dryly.  He understood Schneider’s problem, but they needed to start thinking about deployment.  “We may be asked to leave at any moment.”


  “Which leads to an important question,” Farley said.  “Where are they?”


  Ted scowled.  The aliens had hit their first target over six weeks ago.  By now, they should have been reaching Earth ... or at least feeling their way into the heart of human space.  But instead they seemed to be doing nothing, nothing at all.  It made no sense.  What sort of mindset would start a war, a war that had come as a complete surprise to its target, and then hold off long enough for the target to get over its shock and mobilise?  Even the endless political debate over command and control was drawing to an end.


  He looked up at the holographic starchart, thinking hard.  The unified defence command had concluded that New Russia was the next target for the alien invaders.  Fortunately, it had a growing industrial base, as well as a deeply nationalistic population that would resist when – if – the aliens tried to land.  By now, twelve carriers and over a hundred smaller ships – the largest fleet humanity had ever deployed outside the Sol System – were based there, ready to meet the aliens when they arrived.  But so far the aliens hadn't shown their hand.


  “They may not agree with our thoughts on how to fight a war,” Ted observed, finally.  Who knew how aliens thought?  For all they knew, the aliens hadn't realised they were facing an interstellar power.  And yet ... surely they would have known from studying the remains of the destroyed colonies.  “Or maybe their drive systems are inferior to our own.”


  The starchart shimmered at his command, showing the known gravitational tramlines running between the targeted worlds and New Russia.  Unless the alien systems were far inferior to humanity’s systems, they should have been at New Russia within a week, hard on the heels of news of their arrival.  It just didn't make sense.


  “Or maybe they think they’ve bit off more than they can chew,” Fitzwilliam offered.  “The massed might of humanity is hard to bet against, isn't it?”


  Ted shrugged.  Interstellar carriers were an expensive investment, but once the industrial base for building them had been completed the costs tended to fall.  There was no reason why the aliens couldn’t have ten carriers for every one of humanity’s – or far more.  He gritted his teeth, wishing – yet again – that they knew something about their foe.  All they really knew for sure was that the aliens were hostile.


  “That isn't our concern,” he said, finally.  “Unless anyone has any strong objections, I intend to inform the Admiralty that Ark Royal will be ready for deployment at the end of the week.”


  No one objected, although he saw a handful of concerned expressions.  He couldn't really blame them.  Ark Royal had been sitting in the reserves for so long that she might well have problems that wouldn't become apparent until she was fully powered up.  But the sooner they found out, the sooner such problems could be overcome.


  Farley smiled.  “Has there been any word on deployments?”


  “Nothing so far,” Ted said.  “We may be assigned to the unified defence fleet – or we may find ourselves assigned to serve as an independent raider and head behind enemy lines.”


  “That would be interesting,” Fitzwilliam observed.  “But we don’t know where to go.”


  “We’ll find out,” Ted assured him.  “The scouts are already searching for enemy territory.”


  He looked back at the starchart.  Assuming that humanity’s sphere of expansion had brushed against alien territory – and assuming that the aliens had similar requirements to humanity – there were several dozen G2 stars that might possess alien-settled worlds.  The scouts would still take months to sort through them, hunting for potential targets.  And some of them might not come back.


  If they don’t, he told himself, we would know where to look.


  “We’ll do a full power-up tomorrow,” he said, as he rose to his feet.  “And then we will know where we stand.”


  #
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  THE SOUND OF THE INTERCOM woke him from a fitful sleep.


  “Captain,” Midshipwoman Lopez said, “we have picked up an emergency signal from the Admiralty.  You and Commander Fitzwilliam are to report to Nelson Base at once.”


  Ted groaned, then reached for his chronometer.  It was 0423 and he’d slept for less than five hours, after watching the final preparations for power-up in engineering.  Even if he wasn't drinking, he wasn't sleeping very well.  No doubt he was having too many fears about taking his ship into combat for the first time.


  “Inform the Commander that I’ll meet him in the shuttlebay,” he ordered, as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up.  “Did they give any explanation?”


  “No, sir,” Midshipwoman Lopez said.  “Just an emergency call.”


  Ted groaned, then fumbled through his desk drawers for a stimulant, which he swallowed before getting dressed.  An emergency call was never good news, even though the last time he’d visited Nelson Base he’d managed to keep command of his ship.  He eyed the bottles of rotgut with interest, then picked up the bottle of water and took a long swig.  Once he was refreshed, he made his way to the shuttlebay.  Commander Fitzwilliam was already there, looking disgustingly well-presented.  Ted nodded to him, then led the way into the shuttlecraft.  The pilot was already powering up the drive.


  He said nothing to Fitzwilliam as the shuttle headed out of the shuttlebay and directly towards Nelson Base.  Orbital activity didn't seem to have reached any higher a tempo than it had once the first warnings had reached Earth, but he couldn't help noticing that Ark Royal wasn't the only starship sending shuttles to the naval base.  In fact, almost every ship was sending shuttles to its respective headquarters.  Something had clearly gone very wrong, he decided, feeling a chill settling around his spine.  Had the aliens attacked again?


  They were greeted by a party of Royal Marines, who checked their ID implants and then pointed the two newcomers into a large briefing chamber.  Dozens of other commanding officers – and a handful of subordinates – were filling into the chamber, all looking equally bemused.  Ted nodded to a couple of commanders he knew, then found a seat near the stand and sat down.  Fitzwilliam sat down next to him.


  The First Space Lord entered a moment later and took the stand.  He looked more than just tired, Ted noted; he looked badly shocked.  Something had definitely gone badly wrong ... he leaned forward as a commodore called the room to attention, then dismissed the formalities with almost indecent speed.


  “Four hours ago, a courier boat arrived from New Russia,” the First Space Lord said, without preamble.  “The system has fallen to the enemy.”


  It took a long moment for his words to sink in.  Everyone knew just how many starships had been assigned to New Russia, along with the planet’s not-inconsiderable orbital and planetary defences.  The Russian government had always taken a progressive view of building up their defences, if only to ensure that the new Russian homeland remained untouched and untouchable.  There were few worlds with more fixed defences ...


  “Analysts are working on the recordings now,” the First Space Lord continued.  “However, it is with a heavy heart that I must confirm the destruction of the unified defence force, including HMS Invincible and Formidable.”


  This time, shock swept around the compartment like a physical thing.  Invincible and Formidable were – had been – the two most modern carriers in the Royal Navy.  They’d both carried the most capable fighter units in the fleet, while their crews had been counted among the elite.  And now they were gone.


  “As of now, we must assume that New Russia is under occupation,” the First Space Lord said.  “Furthermore, the political unity of humanity has been badly dented.”


  Ted swallowed.  There had been twelve carriers at New Russia; six Russian, three American, two British and one French.  Between them, the smaller ships and the fixed defences, there had been almost a million naval personal assigned to the system.  The recriminations would start soon, if they hadn’t begun already.  Humanity’s unity could be lost before it had ever really been established.


  “The Russians only had nine carriers,” Fitzwilliam said, softly.  “Losing six of them is going to hurt.”


  It would do more than that, Ted knew.  The Russians had believed, perhaps rightly, that it was better to have a handful of carriers but place most of their resources into smaller ships.  Right now, though, those smaller ships would be badly outmatched by the aliens.  There was little hope of recovering New Russia.


  He scowled, thinking through the implications.  Humanity had lost the industrial base the Russians had built up over seventy years, along with losing control of gravitational tramlines leading further into human space.  The aliens could jump out towards Earth, if they were so inclined, or they could alter course and pick off a number of smaller colony worlds before bringing the war to an end.  There were just too many targets to be defended adequately.


  If there is such a thing, he told himself, bitterly.  There had been twelve carriers at New Russia ... and the aliens had taken them apart.  God alone knew how much damage the aliens had taken, but he couldn't help feeling that it was very limited.  And, even if humanity had taken out twelve alien carriers in exchange for the human ships, no one knew how big a dent that was in alien capabilities.  They might have a thousand carriers on their way to human space.


  Fitzwilliam nudged him.  The First Space Lord had yielded the podium to a tired-looking analyst.  For once, almost every officer seemed to be paying attention, even though the officer was only a lieutenant – and not even a line officer.  But they all needed to know what had happened at New Russia.


  “We have only preliminary results,” the analyst said.  “However, they suggest that the aliens are dangerously advanced over us.  In particular, their weapons and drives seem to be vastly superior.”


  Ted sat up, feeling cold.  Ark Royal had been the most advanced starship of her time, but she couldn't hope to beat a modern carrier in a long-range engagement.  Even a handful of such carriers would have problems winning against a more advanced foe.  The original warships launched by the Royal Navy would have been rapidly wiped out by the modern ships, no matter how numerous they were.  If the aliens were advanced enough, there was no amount of blood sweat and tears that would make up the difference.


  “Alien fighters seem to be roughly equal to ours in terms of drives,” the analyst said.  “However, they possess both stealth systems and advanced energy weapons capable of seriously damaging a starship’s hull.  Our best guess is that they are actually modified plasma cannons, which suggests that the aliens have actually overcome the containment field problems that bedevil human researchers.  An alternative is that the weapons actually induce limited fission in their targets.”


  Ted winced.  Humanity’s plasma cannons had a nasty habit of overheating and exploding, which was why they were rarely deployed by the military.  But if the aliens had cracked that problem, somehow, it would give them a decisive advantage.  For one, all of their starfighters would pack the punch of a torpedo-bomber.  They’d have genuine dual-role starfighters.


  “They also managed to get much closer to our carriers without being detected than we believed possible,” the analyst added.  “Indeed, our first thought was that the alien starfighters had managed to make an in-system FTL jump.  If we hadn't been so convinced that was impossible, we might not have realised that they merely remained hidden until they were very close to our ships.  We are currently looking for ways to break their stealth systems, but so far we have come up with nothing.


  “Worse, it seems likely that they have a better FTL system than ourselves,” he concluded.  He pointed to a starchart, then focused it on the New Russia system.  “Their appearance within the system didn't correspond to any known tramline.  It seems that they jumped from a star we would consider outside normal tramline range.  This suggests that our strategic maps of human space may be badly outdated.”


  Ted exchanged a long look with Fitzwilliam as the information sank in.  Normally, the tramlines rarely stretched past five light years.  It still took time to move from system to system ... but if the aliens had access to weaker tramlines, they might well be able to evade the human defences and outmanoeuvre the human starships.  It could give them a potentially decisive advantage.


  To add to the other ones they have, he thought, grimly.  They’d been wrong; the aliens hadn't been reluctant to attack further, they’d just waited until humanity had offered them a tempting target.  And then they’d attacked, wiping out a colossal force and shattering humanity’s unity.  The loss of New Russia alone was a serious blow.


  “We have prepared recordings of the battle for you,” the First Space Lord said.  “I advise you to watch carefully, as the recordings will not be released until the PM has addressed the nation.”


  “Good idea,” Fitzwilliam muttered.  “There will be panic if this gets out.”


  Ted didn't bother to disagree.  Everyone knew that carriers were the most powerful starships in existence.  Losing one alone would be a disaster, losing twelve ... even if only two of them had been British, would seem catastrophic.  And, if the aliens really did have a decisive technological advantage, it might not be long before Earth itself was targeted.


  He leaned forward as the main display lit up, showing the New Russia system as a tactical display.  The alien fleet – fifteen carrier-sized starships, forty smaller craft – jumped into the system, well away from any known tramline.  Ted wondered, absently, if the aliens were actually trying to trick the human analysts.  They had enough stealth technology to hide their fleet until the moment they chose to show themselves.  Why not try to intimidate humanity into surrender?


  But those plasma weapons weren't illusions, he thought, numbly.  They were real.


  Humanity’s fleet assembled, blocking the alien advance.  Messages were sent, offering talks ... only to be ignored.  Humanity’s starfighters had advanced forward, ready to engage the enemy ... until the moment the enemy starfighters had appeared, between the human starfighters and their carriers.  They had to have passed through the swarm of human fighters, completely undetected.  Ignoring the suddenly frantic starfighters, the aliens threw themselves at the human carriers.  Powerful blasts of plasma fire tore into their hulls, burning through flimsy armour and wrecking havoc inside the ships.  One by one, humanity’s ships were rapidly torn apart.


  The battle wasn't completely one sided, he noted.  Human weapons could and did kill enemy fighters, but there were just too many of them.  The humans were overwhelmed and destroyed before they could reorganised their formation, allowing the alien starships to advance forward to engage New Russia itself.  And then the recording came to an end.


  “We will be rethinking our plans in light of this development,” the First Space Lord said, with admirable understatement.  “I don't think I need to explain just how serious this situation is, do I?”


  No one disagreed.


  Ted stared down at his hands, wondering briefly why he hadn't taken early retirement.  It wasn't as if the navy wanted to keep him.  And he could have been on the ground, instead of standing on the command deck of a carrier.  But the navy was his life.  And he knew his duty.


  I volunteered to place myself between Britain and war, he reminded himself.  And yet he’d never really faced the prospect of his own death in wartime.  Accidents had accounted for more naval deaths over the past decades than enemy action.  I don’t get to back out because it might have become dangerous.


  “Dismissed, gentlemen,” the First Space Lord said.  “Captain Smith, if you and Commander Fitzwilliam will remain behind ...”


  “Yes, sir,” Ted said.


  He waited until the massive compartment was almost empty, then followed the First Space Lord through a guarded airlock into a tactical planning centre.  A handful of analysts were seated at terminals, working their way through the data from New Russia.  He looked at one of the screens and saw an alien carrier, a fragile-looking craft.  But they hadn't needed heavy armour to rip New Russia’s defences apart.


  “Take a seat,” the First Space Lord ordered.  “We have a mission for you.”
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  “A MISSION,” TED REPEATED.  “What do you want us to do?”


  “The important detail, I think, is that the modern carriers simply lacked the armour to stand up to alien weapons,” the First Space Lord said.  “That, combined with their stealth systems, gave them a definite advantage over the united fleet, allowing them to tear us apart.”


  His voice was curiously flat.  Ted realised, not entirely to his surprise, that the First Space Lord was too tired to really feel the deaths ... and grasp the full magnitude of what it meant for the war.  If humanity’s unarmoured ships were easy prey for alien fighters, the war was within shouting distance of being lost along with the carriers.  Once the carriers were gone, humanity wouldn't even be able to continue the war.


  Understanding clicked.  “Ark Royal might be able to stand up to them,” he said.  He found himself fighting to hold back the urge to giggle in a decidedly-unmilitary manner.  “We still have our armour.”


  “Indeed,” the First Space Lord agreed.  “Ark Royal might be able to survive where more modern carriers would have real problems.”


  He tapped a switch, activating the star chart.  “We are still studying the records, of course, but it seems to me that the aliens managed to jump over nine light years to New Russia, judging by their appearance.  If this is the case, they have a major advantage over us.  In particular, they will be able to avoid all of our blocking forces and reach Earth directly.”


  Ted nodded.  Earth possessed over seventy percent of humanity’s industrial base, population and fixed defences.  It wouldn't go down easily, but if Sol were to be lost the human race might as well set off and try to escape in a ragtag fleet of starships, hoping they could evade the enemy long enough to rebuild and return to restart the war.  But the odds would be against a successful escape.


  “I believe that the aliens will attempt to jump here” – the First Space Lord tapped another star – “and use it as a waypoint on their road to Earth.  There’s nothing there, apart from a handful of tiny mining stations and independent settlements.  The aliens will have no trouble destroying them – or simply ignoring the settlers completely.  I want Ark Royal in position to intercept the enemy fleet.”


  “And then ... what?”  Ted asked.  “We would be massively outgunned.”


  “Delay them, force them back on their heels,” the First Space Lord said, grimly.  “Their carriers don’t appear to be any stronger than ours – and you have mass drivers and other projectile weapons.  I intend to attach a squadron of missile frigates too, once they’re worked up and ready for deployment.  If you can give them a bloody nose ...”


  Ted saw the logic, even though it still seemed chancy.  It might well be a suicide mission, yet he could understand why the First Space Lord would want to keep the fighting as far from Earth as possible.  Between the political shockwaves and the panic that was likely to result, once the news finally broke, Earth would be in no state to defend itself.


  Commander Fitzwilliam studied the map for a long moment.  “What happened to New Russia?”


  “We don’t know,” the First Space Lord confessed.  “But we’re not optimistic.”


  “They might have wiped out most of the population,” Ted said, softly.  New Russia wasn't anything like as developed as Earth, but it would still be easy for the aliens to wipe out the settlements from orbit.  “Or they might have destroyed the orbital defences and moved onwards.”


  “We don’t know,” the First Space Lord repeated.


  He looked up, meeting Smith’s eyes.  “I confess I had my doubts about Ark Royal,” he admitted, keeping his voice so quiet that Smith had to strain to hear him.  “The ship seemed a waste of resources, nothing more than a dumping ground for crew we couldn't be bothered to sack.  Now ... she might be our salvation.”


  Ted swallowed.  Ark Royal was effectively unique, the only carrier with such heavy armour – let alone primitive weapons.  It would take years to modify the yards to produce new armoured ships, unless the boffins came up with a new form of ablative armour that could be rapidly applied to the modern carriers.  If Ark Royal were to be lost ... but there was no alternative, at least as far as he could see.  The carrier was the only effective weapon humanity had.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said, finally.


  “You are to depart within two days,” the First Space Lord added.  He picked a datachip off his desk and passed it to Ted, who took it carefully.  “Your crew can send the usual messages, but make sure they know that they will be vetted and censored, if necessary.  We don’t want to panic the civilians.”


  “Understood,” Ted said.  “Will any other ships be joining us?”


  “It depends on international affairs,” the First Space Lord said.  “Right now, they’re still stunned.  They have to get through the recrimination stage before they start thinking what to actually do about the situation.”


  Ted nodded.  It had been bare hours since the news had reached Earth.  By now, world leaders would have been briefed and were struggling to come to terms with the news from New Russia.  It wouldn't be long before the news leaked out, not with so many people already aware of it.  And then there would be panic ...


  “Thank you, sir,” he said, again.  “We won’t let you down.”


  #
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  JAMES MENTALLY REPLAYED everything he’d seen and heard in the briefing as the shuttle carried them back to Ark Royal.  If he’d managed to get himself assigned to one of the modern carriers, he told himself, he might well have ensured his own death.  The details of the battle suggested, very strongly, that there were no actual survivors.  He’d known friends and family who had served in the unified defence fleet.  Those people were dead ... or alien prisoners, POWs trapped light years from friendly territory.  Would the aliens even bother to take prisoners?  There was no way to know.


  “Call the senior officers for a briefing,” Captain Smith ordered, as soon as the shuttle had landed in the shuttlebay.  “And then put the entire ship under a communications barrier.  I don’t want anyone sending a message home, not yet.”


  James nodded and started to work, grateful for the distraction.  He hadn't woken any of the other senior officers when they’d left the ship – the watch crew were the only ones awake – but he could see to that now.  Once he’d woken them, he contacted the communications department and ordered them to hold all personal messages.  The only ones allowed out of the ship would be priority messages from the senior crew.


  “The war situation has taken a turn for the worse,” Captain Smith said, as soon as the senior officers had gathered in the briefing room.  “New Russia has fallen to the enemy.”


  He ran through everything they’d been told, then showed the images from the battle.  The senior officers stared in disbelief; by any reasonable standard, the battle had been hellishly short.  Humanity didn't have much experience at space warfare, but simulations suggested that battles should take longer.


  “Their starfighters seem to be less capable than ours, excepting the stealth and their weapons,” Schneider observed, finally.  “Their stealth systems can’t be perfect or they would use them all the time.”


  James couldn't disagree.  He’d watched enough bad movies where the enemy weapons fire had seemed to come out of nowhere to know that it was a viable tactic, if the technology could be made to work.  But the aliens had deactivated their stealth before engaging the human carriers, even though keeping it would have given them a decisive advantage.  No, the systems couldn't be perfect ... unless, of course, the aliens thought that going in without stealth was honourable.  But who knew how aliens might think?


  “We will study all of the records during the trip,” the Captain said.  “Our orders are to engage the enemy in this system.”


  He ran through their orders and the rationale behind them.  “I know that these orders are a gamble,” he added, “but I see no alternative.  We will power up our systems this afternoon, then leave tomorrow.  Prior to then, I want all section heads to brief their subordinates, then remind them to write wills and record final messages.  Please also remind them that the censors will have a look at them first.”


  James had to smile.  The crew wasn't stupid, they'd know better than to say anything too revealing.  But there were plenty of messages they could send that shouldn’t be shared any further, certainly not with a bureaucratic asshole just looking for something he could use to pretend he was doing something useful.


  “If there is anything else you need,” he concluded, “I want you to request it by the end of the day.  We should have priority shipping for anything we want – as long as we can get it before our departure time.  If not ... it will just have to wait for us.”


  There was a long pause.  “Dismissed!”


  James lifted an eyebrow as Schneider caught his eye, then nodded and waited for the room to clear before speaking to the CAG.  “Yes?”


  “Sir, one of my pilots had a ... friend on Formidable,” Schneider said.  “She probably won’t be the only one to have someone missing, perhaps dead.  Do you want me to talk to her?”


  James hesitated.  As XO, it was his duty to see to it ... but Schneider was definitely closer to his pilots.  And besides, she almost certainly wasn't the only one to have a friend on the destroyed ships.


  “Yes, please,” he said, finally.  He’d have to check the records, but they rarely showed anything more than relatives.  Someone might hear about their dead friend from the general ship-wide announcement.  “And if you feel she needs further counselling, please inform me.”


  Schneider nodded and left the briefing room.  James watched him go, then reached for his terminal.  There would have been to be a general announcement before they powered up the drives for the first time ... after praying desperately for success.  James knew far too well just how tricky it would be to replace the fusion cores if they failed – it would take months, at the very least.


  And by then humanity could very well have lost the war.


  #
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  KURT HAD TO ADMIT THAT, after a great deal of grumbling, his pilots had managed to sort out the squadron bunking in a suitable manner.  Their quarters had been cleaned, new bedding had been installed and there were even a small collection of reading devices, although the latter had barely been touched between endless exercises and napping.  Once they’d set up a working simulator, he’d kept his pilots too busy to do anything else.


  There were no barriers offering any form of privacy, even when male and female pilots were sharing the same territory.  Body modesty was rare among naval crewmen – and besides, pilots were not supposed to show any untoward interest in one another.  Kurt had known that relationships happened a long time before he met Rose – and he’d actually had second thoughts about allowing mixed quarters – but he trusted her to behave herself.  But now ...


  He leaned forward and tapped her on the shoulder.  Like most active-duty naval crewmen, she had long since mastered the art of snapping awake when called, which gave her an advantage over the reservists.  They had to relearn the art.  Kurt was ruefully aware that if an active-duty pilot had been assigned as CAG, there might well have been a mutiny in short order.  Reservists wouldn't take kindly to being treated as active-duty pilots, most of whom were young enough to get by on only a few hours of sleep a day.


  “Sir?”  Rose asked, looking up at him.  “What’s happened?”


  “Grab your robe and come with me,” Kurt ordered.  He glanced at the other bunks, where the remainder of the squadron were still sleeping.  “Quietly.”


  He felt his cheeks heat with embarrassment as she rolled off her bunk, revealing that she was wearing an undershirt and panties ... and not much else.  The swell of her breasts was instantly noticeable, while her long legs were perfect, strongly muscled and very pale.  Irked, he looked away and paced out of the compartment.  She joined him a moment later and followed him down to the room he'd turned into a makeshift office.  He felt a moment of sympathy for her, all unaware of just how sharply her life had changed, then started to speak.


  “Formidable has been destroyed,” he said, softly.  It still seemed unreal to him, even though he’d seen the records.  “As far as we know, she went up with all hands.”


  Rose stared at him.  For a long moment, it was clear, she didn't believe what she was hearing.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.  He wondered, briefly, if he’d made a mistake.  “I thought you should know ...”


  “He can't be dead,” Rose said.  “He ...”


  Kurt understood.  She would find it hard to come to terms with the news.  Rose wasn't listed as one of her boyfriend’s relatives; she wasn't, technically, entitled to a visit from officers bearing the bad tidings.  She wouldn't have heard the truth until the entire navy was told about the disaster.  And there wouldn't be any support for her ... would there be any support for anyone?  It had been a long time since the Royal Navy had lost so many crewmen in a single battle.  Even the catastrophic life support failure on HMS Impervious, fifteen years ago, had only killed seventeen crewmen.


  But the Battle of New Russia had killed nearly 7000 officers and men.  Two carriers, twenty-two support ships and over 700 starfighters.  By any pre-war standard, the losses had been disastrous.  And they were far from over.


  “He shouldn't have died,” Rose said.  Her entire body was shaking.  “I ... he can't be dead.”


  Kurt reached out and drew her into a hug, feeling her shake against him as she broke down.  She’d genuinely loved her boyfriend; she’d accepted the assignment to Ark Royal, at least in part, because she wasn't willing to give him up.  But now ... he was gone.  Or, at best, an alien POW.  Did the aliens take prisoners?  Human history showed a wide range of possible treatment of prisoners, everything from reasonably nice camps to outright torture and enslavement.  What would the aliens consider acceptable?


  He tried to push the thought aside as she sobbed.  Would Molly sob, he asked himself, if Ark Royal were to be destroyed?  If Kurt himself were to die?  Or would she force her feelings aside and carry on, for Penny and Percy if no one else?  What sort of help would be extended towards a widowed woman when there would be thousands of others in the same boat?


  “I’m sorry,” Rose said.  There was a flat tone in her voice he didn't like at all.  “I won’t be a problem for you and ...”


  “No, you won’t,” Kurt said, wishing he knew more about how to talk to someone who’d lost a lover in battle.  “You’ll get your chance to exact revenge.”


  Rose looked up, her face blotchy and weepy.  “Are you sure?”


  “We’re going to engage the enemy,” Kurt assured her.  He knew it wouldn't be easy – and he wasn't sure if he should be telling her at all, at least until the Captain made a formal announcement – but she needed to know.  “I think we’ll be leaving in a day or two.”


  “Formidable is gone,” Rose said, bitterly.  “What chance do we stand?”


  “We will see,” Kurt said.  There was no point in telling her, now, about the carrier’s armour - and how it might make a major difference in the next engagement.  He held her for a long moment, then gently let her go.  “I want you to take the next few hours off ...”


  “No,” Rose said.  She shook her head firmly, then stood upright.  If her face hadn't been stained with tears, it would have been convincing.  “I can't show weakness.”


  “Then I don’t want to see any problems from you,” Kurt said, changing his mind.  If she felt it would be better to throw herself into her work, he would let her do it and hope to hell it was the right thing to do.  “And we will be starting very early this morning.”


  He pushed her gently towards the chair, then smiled.  “There's a washroom through there,” he said, indicating the hatch at the rear of the room.  “Wash yourself, then stay here for a couple of hours if you need to.  I won’t be using the room.”


  “Thank you,” Rose said.


  She didn't look any better, Kurt decided.  Perhaps he should call the doctor and ask her to take a look at Rose.  But he knew she’d hate it.  Doctors, particularly psychologists, were despised by pilots.  And how could the pilots be blamed when psychologists tended to have no understanding of their lives, but banned them from flying whenever they thought there was cause for concern.  But now there was cause for concern.


  Loyalty warred with prudence.  Loyalty won.


  “I shall speak to you again before we go flying,” he said, finally.  If she still seemed off, he would make her see the doctor, no matter what happened.  “Until then, take care of yourself.”


  Shaking his head, he walked out of the compartment and down towards the flight deck.  There was a spare simulator there, one he could use to review the records from New Russia.  He didn't know if he would find anything, just by replaying them time and time again, but there was no harm in looking.  Besides, Rose wasn’t the only one who wanted revenge.  Kurt wanted to make the aliens pay too.
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  A CIVILIAN, TED KNEW, would not have been impressed with Ark Royal’s bridge.  The modern Royal Navy had wasted time making bridges look photogenic – naval crewmen joked that the consoles had explosive charges underneath so they could be detonated on cue – but that hadn't been a concern for Ark Royal’s designers. The bridge was nothing more than a collection of consoles, organised around a large command chair and a holographic display system.  There wasn't even a chair for the XO, who would be based in the CIC.  If something happened to the bridge, the CIC could take over.


  He sat down and looked from console to console.  They were a curious mishmash of systems; thankfully, all of them were British rather than produced outside the British Commonwealth.  The engineers had worked them all together, but they had never really been tested in combat; now, Ted knew, they would find out just how well their jury-rigged modifications had actually worked.  He sucked in his breath as he activated his console and checked the situation reports flowing up from the various departmental heads.  Everyone claimed to be ready for departure.


  “Begin power-up sequence,” he ordered.


  A low hum ran through the ship as all six fusion cores powered up together.  All of them had been tested, one by one, but there had been no need to power them all up while they’d drifted in the reserves.  Now ... he watched the readings, silently praying that everything would work properly without problems.  In theory, they could operate with four fusion cores, but he didn't want to try it in practice.  If nothing else, there would be no redundancy if one of the cores failed during battle.


  Or was destroyed, he thought, remembering how effectively the alien weapons had sliced the modern carriers apart.  What if we’re wrong about how effective our armour will be?


  The thought made him scowl.  Someone had released the recordings of the battle onto the planetary datanet, provoking panic.  There had been riots in a dozen British cities, riots which had sucked away the attention of the military, making it harder for them to prepare for a possible invasion.  If Ark Royal couldn't delay the aliens long enough to prepare additional defences, Earth itself might be invaded sooner rather than later.  And who knew how the aliens would treat humanity’s homeworld?


  He pushed the thought aside as Anderson called him.  “All six fusion cores are optimal, Captain,” the Chief Engineer said.  “Power curves are steady; I recommend we proceed with full power-up.”


  Ted took another breath.  “Do it,” he ordered.  “Now.”


  Ark Royal hadn't needed more than a tenth of the output of one fusion core to keep her essential systems running while she’d been in the reserves.  The power requirements were minimal; Ted knew he could have reduced them still further, if he hadn't wanted to keep the starship in something resembling fighting trim.  Now ... inch by inch, his starship was coming to life around him.  Section after section responded to the call and came online; sensors activated, sweeping space for hostile threats, while weapons systems prepared themselves to fire on potential targets.


  “We have four sections that need urgent replacement,” Anderson said.  Red lights blinked up briefly in the status display, then faded away.  “I don’t think our work was up to scratch.  I’ve dispatched repair crews now.”


  “Good,” Ted said.  He wasn't too surprised.  Given Ark Royal’s age and the number of different components that had been worked into her hull, he’d expected more than a few minor problems when they powered up for the first time.  “Are we ready for deployment?”


  “Main drive system; online, ready to go,” Anderson said.  “Puller Drive; online, ready to go.”


  There was a long pause as Ted closed his eyes, feeling his ship coming to life around him.  In the reserves, she had felt as if she were sleeping.  Now ... power was thrumming through her hull, her drives, weapons and sensors were online and her starfighters were ready to deploy.  The oldest starship still in service, anywhere, was ready and raring to go.


  He smiled.  “Contact Nelson Base,” he ordered.  “Inform them that Ark Royal is ready for deployment.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Annie Davidson said.  The communications officer had not been best pleased to be assigned to Ark Royal, once she’d been called from the reserves, but she’d started to change her mind after hearing about the loss of two modern carriers.  At least Ark Royal was capable of taking a beating and remaining functional.  “Message sent.”


  Ted nodded.  Hardly anyone, apart from the First Space Lord and his staff, knew about Ark Royal’s mission.  To everyone else, she was just another ancient starship, pressed into service to fight a dangerously powerful foe.  Just like one of the civilian ships hastily being fitted with popguns, according to one reporter who’d been embedded on Nelson Base.  Ted had been offended for his command, but the truth had to remain concealed.  The reporter could be made to eat his own words later.


  “They’re ordering us to proceed to our destination at once,” Annie said, after several minutes had gone by.  “There's a classified data package for you, sir.”


  “Forward it to my console,” Ted ordered.  He looked over at Lightbridge.  The helmsman was looking keenly determined, staring down at his console as if he expected to have to react within a split second.  “Have you calculated an appropriate jump point?”


  “Aye, sir,” Lightbridge said.  “We can reach our destination in two jumps.”


  “Then take us to the jump point, best possible speed,” Ted ordered.  “But do not activate the Puller Drive without my specific authorisation.”


  He settled back in his command chair and watched the updates from engineering as the crew scurried around, fixing the problems that had become apparent.  If there was a real problem, he knew, they would have to hold position in the Sol System so that it could be fixed ... but, thankfully, it didn't look as though there was any need to wait.  The engineering crew had the tools and spare parts to replace the useless or burned out components.  Anderson and his staff had spent the last two weeks scrounging up everything they could and stuffing every last compartment in the ship with spare parts.  Ark Royal could, in theory, operate for several years without needing outside supplies.


  “The computer cores are holding together, thankfully,” Anderson said.  “I was worried they would object when we actually started to move.”


  “I know,” Ted said.  “Keep monitoring their progress.”


  He scowled, knowing how tricky that was likely to be.  The different generations of computer systems had never been designed to work together, let alone the ones that came from outside the Commonwealth.  In hindsight, he suspected, the human race might have good reason to regret not establishing a few common standards for technology.  Right now, a British carrier couldn't be repaired with spare parts from a Chinese carrier.  If the human race managed to remain united – and without unity, they were surely going to lose the war – that was going to have to be fixed.


  Assuming we trusted them not to play games, he thought.  The Admiralty hadn't objected to Ark Royal’s crew using begged or scrounged Chinese components, but he'd always assumed that his superiors hadn't bothered to read his reports.  His crew had always checked the systems carefully, yet it was quite possible that they’d missed something dangerous, something the Chinese could use to manipulate the carrier to their advantage.  Would they try anything like that when the human race needed to remain united?


  The starship quivered again as the main drives came to life, pushing her forward towards the jump point.  Ark Royal handled badly, compared to a frigate or a starfighters, but there was a reassuring firmness around her actions that more modern carriers lacked.  Or was that just his imagination, after seeing so many powerful ships torn apart with terrifying speed?  No wonder the civilians were panicking – along with quite a few politicians.  The Battle of New Russia had lasted barely ten minutes, most of which had been spent getting into position.


  “Power curves remain nominal,” Anderson said.  “The main drive system is functional, sir.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Ted said, dryly.  If the drive had failed, they'd know about it already.  “Repeat the standard tests on the Puller Drive, if you please.”


  “Yes, sir,” Anderson said.


  Ted tapped his console, accessing the data package as Ark Royal continued to move towards the jump point.  Every analyst in space had been working over the recordings from New Russia, drawing what conclusions they could.  Much of the data wasn't new, not entirely to Ted’s surprise, but there were some interesting suggestions.  One of them suggested that the alien ships could be tracked with a little careful effort.  Another insisted that the alien starfighters weren't really effective dogfighters at all.


  Not that it matters, Ted thought.  They’re designed to break through to our carriers and rip them apart.


  There was relatively little data on the alien capital ships, he noted, mostly consisting of uninformed speculation.  No one was even sure where the carriers launched their fighters; unlike human craft, the fighter launch tubes appeared to be worked solidly into their hulls.  It was an interesting design, he had to admit, suggesting that they weren't too worried about having their carriers targeted.  Did they have a good reason to be confident?


  They have energy weapons on their starfighters, he thought, sourly.  Their hulls might be bristling with energy weapons too.


  “Sir,” Lightbridge said, breaking into his thoughts, “we have reached the jump point.”


  “Power up the Puller Drive,” Ted ordered.  He couldn't help feeling the old thrill of jumping out of the Sol System, even though it had been years since he’d been on an interstellar starship.  “And then sound the alert.”


  Another quiver ran through the ship, followed  by a low hooting that warned all non-essential crew to brace themselves for the jump.  Most spacers grew used to it fairly quickly, but there were always a handful who couldn't take the jump without throwing up or even being rendered comatose.  Over a hundred years of FTL travel hadn't yielded any way to identify such people before they took their first jump, although it manifested very quickly.  Back at the Academy, British spacers were taken through a jump within the first six months of their training.  If they reacted badly, they were assigned to in-system positions only.


  Like Ark Royal, he thought, grimly.  His crew included a few people who couldn't take the jump, but were desperately needed to keep the starship functional.  It was something the Admiralty had overlooked at the time.  Ted and Commander Fitzwilliam had dealt with the problem by ordering all such personnel to sickbay before the jump, but they knew it was only a temporary solution.  The crewmen would have to be relieved of duty sooner rather than later.


  “Puller drive online,” Lightbridge said.


  “All systems check out properly,” Anderson added.  “The drive is in full working order.”


  And thank god for that, Ted thought.  The Puller Drive had never seemed very important, not compared to all the other systems that had to be kept operational for Ark Royal to remain on the books.  And it couldn't really be replaced without chopping open the hull, which would take months.  He keyed his console, checking the power curves for himself.  For something that was surprisingly simple, the Puller Drive was a colossal power hog.


  “Good,” Ted said.  He looked around the bridge, feeling a hint of pride in his crew.  They’d practiced endlessly over the last two weeks, but this was real.  “Jump!”


  The Puller Drive wasn’t – technically – a drive at all.  Over a century ago, Professor Wang had discovered the existence of gravitational tramlines running between stars and planets – and then worked out a system for exploiting them.  If the Puller Drive was triggered at the right place along the tramline, the ship would jump instantly from one star system to the next ... providing the tramline was strong enough to allow it.  There were stars it was possible to jump to, but not possible to jump back along the same tramline.  A black hole, Wang had warned, might be impossible to escape.  Its sheer mass would bend the tramlines out of shape.  Fortunately, there were none within human space.


  For a long moment, the universe seemed to darken ... and then snap back to normal.  Ted let out a breath he hadn't realised he was holding, then glanced down at his console.  The Puller Drive was cycling down, all power curves still nominal.  Ted allowed himself a tight smile.  His ship might be old, but she was still fully functional and ready for action.


  “Jump completed, sir,” Lightbridge reported.  “No problems detected.”


  “Take us to the next tramline,” Ted ordered.


  Jumping along a tramline was instantaneous – or close enough to instant to make it impossible to provide a precise estimate of how long it took.  Moving from tramline to tramline, on the other hand, could take hours.  Ted wasn't blind to the implications of the aliens having a Puller Drive that allowed longer jumps; they might easily outflank humanity’s defenders and then attack Earth, just as the First Space Lord had predicted.  They might need to spend a few years mopping up afterwards, but the loss of Earth would cost humanity the war.


  “Picking up a signal from Terra Nova,” Annie said.  “They’re requesting our IFF.  And they sound a little jumpy.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Ted said.  Ark Royal looked different enough from a modern carrier to be alarmingly unfamiliar to long-range sensors.  They might well mistake her for an alien ship.  “Shoot them a copy of our IFF, then inform them that we are proceeding to the next tramline.”


  He sighed.  Terra Nova had been the first planet humanity had settled, with each and every ethnic, racial or religious group being offered an enclave.  It hadn't worked out very well; none of the interstellar powers felt inclined to invest in it, while the smaller powers didn't have the resources to turn the planet into a success.  Ironically, it turned out that human groups were perfectly capable of getting along provided there was some distance between them.  Several light years seemed about perfect.


  And Terra Nova is practically defenceless, he thought, grimly.  None of the bigger powers would risk political unrest by devoting starships to defending a world many civilians regarded as a barbarous backwater.  There were only a handful of starships in the system, none of which were modern and several of which were older than Ark Royal.  It wouldn't take the aliens long to overwhelm them and take the system.  If, of course, they were inclined to bother.


  Just how much did the aliens know about humanity?  There was no way to know what they might have recovered from Vera Cruz – an intact navigational database would have told them the location of each and every settled planet in human space – but there could be no doubt about what they could have recovered from New Russia.  It was unlikely in the extreme that the Russians would have managed to destroy all of their files before the aliens landed ... no, they had to assume the worst.  The aliens knew where to find their targets.


  But what else did they know?  If they had time to go through everything on New Russia, they probably knew just how vital Earth was to the unified defence force.  And then ...


  “Captain,” Lightbridge said, “we are approaching the second tramline.”


  Ted pushed his morbid thoughts aside.  “Understood,” he said.  “Power up the Puller Drive, then jump us to our next destination.”


  He forced himself to remain calm as the universe darkened once again, before snapping back to normal.  This time, there were no major settlements in the system.  The early survey parties had found nothing of interest, beyond a handful of comets, and nothing had turned up since to make the system more interesting.  But that didn't stop it being useful.  Four different tramlines ran through the system, allowing it to serve as a transfer point for interstellar shipping.  The corporation that had laid claim to the system did a roaring trade in supplies, including some that were technically illegal elsewhere.  None of the major interstellar powers wanted to intervene, not when it might have provoked a major confrontation.


  “Transit completed, sir,” Lightbridge said.


  “Very good,” Ted agreed.  “Take us to the next tramline.”


  He looked back down at his console, reading the updates from the departmental heads.  There didn't seem to be any major problems, thankfully, which meant that they were as close to being ready for action as they were ever likely to get.  But if the First Space Lord was wrong ... Ark Royal might miss out on the war entirely, then find herself forced to flee.  Rumour had it that some ships were already taking colonists – and a small industrial base – well away from the aliens.  But rumour was unreliable at the best of times.


  They’d have real problems maintaining that technological base, he thought.  Or of choosing the colonists, when the time came to leave.


  Tapping a switch, he brought up the First Space Lord’s modified chart, showing the tramlines he believed the aliens could use.  Ted saw his logic, but the whole conclusion rested on a dangerous gamble.  What if the aliens had tricked the human observers?  Or what if their tech was vastly more advanced than anyone had realised?  Hell, what if they’d managed to escape the tramlines entirely?


  We'd be dead, he thought.  Escaping the tramlines was the holy grail of human gravitational research.  If that happens, the war will be lost completely ...


  Shaking his head, he brought up another piece of analysis, but rapidly realised that it was worse than useless.  There was no hard data on the aliens, so speculations on their psychology and motivation were pointless.


  We know they want to kill us, he thought, dryly.  That's the important detail.  Everything else is immaterial.
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  NO ONE HAD BOTHERED to give the system a name, not even the miners who had flocked to the asteroid cluster when a survey party had discovered that the asteroids were rich in raw materials.  The brief wave of interest in the system hadn't lasted past the discovery of other sources in more habitable systems, leaving a handful of miners and settlers making a living from selling what they mined at low cost.  According to the database, most of the settlers really wanted to isolate themselves from the rest of the human race.


  It was hard to escape the feeling, James decided, that they had succeeded.  If Ark Royal hadn't known the settlements were there, it was quite possible that they would have been overlooked.  They were really nothing more than a handful of mined-out asteroids, closed ecosystems powered by solar collectors.  There wasn't much room for expansion, he knew, but they could maintain their position for hundreds of years before they had to make some hard choices.  By then, human space would have changed so radically that who knew what sort of society would greet them, if they chose to return home?


  Ark Royal hung near the tramline to Earth – or where the tramline would be, if the Old Lady’s drive had been able to use it.  Predicting where the aliens might go was easy enough, assuming that the First Space Lord’s calculations had been correct.  There was certainly nothing else to interest the aliens; the settlements weren't worth the effort of destroying them, assuming that the aliens weren’t bent on total genocide.  But if they were wrong ...


  He looked up at the display, seeing a handful of fast-attack frigates hanging close to the massive carrier.  They’d arrived the day after Ark Royal, bringing updates from Earth, including records from a Russian starship that had remained concealed and watched as the aliens landed on New Russia.  Apparently, the aliens had bombarded the planetary defence centres, but otherwise ignored the human population.  James couldn't decide if that was a good or bad thing.  It was good, because it suggested that the aliens weren't bent on genocide after all, yet it was also bad because it prevented contact between humans and aliens.  There was no hope of opening a dialogue that might result in peace talks.


  Not that they have to worry, he thought, grimly.  As long as they’re winning, they can dictate terms to us and we will have to bend over and take them.


  “Captain on the deck,” the duty officer said.


  James turned to see Captain Smith entering the CIC.  The Captain looked galvanised, but – like the rest of his crew – he was clearly worried about what they were doing in the unnamed system.  If they were wrong about the alien plans, they were quite likely to discover it the hard way, when they finally returned to Earth and found it under alien occupation.  James was merely relieved that the Captain hadn't started to drink again.  If he did, James would have to relieve him of command ... which would almost certainly doom James’s career too.


  “Captain,” he said.  “We have finished deploying the decoys.”


  The Captain nodded.  They’d hashed out the possibilities endlessly, but one thing had been clear from the start.  They would have to lure the aliens to their position, not gamble on the aliens appearing right next to them.  Any planetary system, even one orbiting an insignificant red dwarf, was so vast that the odds against them being in the right place were staggeringly high.  But if the aliens thought they had a valid set of targets ...


  “Activate them,” the Captain ordered.  “And hope that they fool the aliens.”


  James nodded.  The drones were the most advanced decoys produced by human technology, but no one knew what the aliens would make of them.  If their sensor technology was advanced enough, they would probably realise that the decoys weren't real carriers and give them a wide berth.  Or maybe they would assume that the decoys were nothing more than a bluff.


  He keyed a switch, activating the drones.  Sensor ghosts appeared briefly on the display, showing the location of five modern carriers.  Even knowing that the images weren't real, Ark Royal’s sensor crews had difficulty separating the illusions from reality.  Hopefully, the aliens wouldn’t question what they saw.


  “They won’t see any starfighters,” he warned.  “Or, rather, they won’t see enough starfighters.”


  The Captain shrugged.  Ark Royal carried four wings of starfighters; a modern carrier could carry ten, along with a small armada of smaller craft.  There was no way their four wings could pretend to be the fighters attached to five modern carriers, but if they were lucky the aliens would assume that the remaining fighters hadn't been launched.  Or maybe they would think that the human carriers were trying to retreat ...


  James made a face.  There were too many flaws in the plan for him to be entirely comfortable with it.


  Idiot, he told himself.  If you’d taken command, you would have to grapple with the same problems yourself.


  An alarm sounded, making him jump.  “Sir,” Farley said, “we just picked up a warning signal from the sensor drones.  Seven enemy carriers and forty smaller ships have just jumped into the system.”


  “Show me,” the Captain ordered.  Red icons appeared on the display, surrounded by lines projecting their course and speed.  They were heading towards the predicted tramline.  “It appears we have company.”


  “Yes, sir,” James said, feeling cold ice running down the back of his spine.  The aliens had chopped through twelve modern carriers ... what if they were wrong about Ark Royal’s armour?  Or what if they were right ... and they were still overwhelmed anyway.  “I think they saw the drones.”


  On the display, the alien craft altered course.  “No fighters,” the Captain noted.  “Or are they there and we can’t see them?”


  James shrugged.  A human CO might keep his pilots in the launch tubes as long as possible, giving them what protection he could, but who knew how the aliens thought?


  The Captain keyed his terminal.  “Red alert,” he said, “I say again, red alert.  All hands to battlestations.”


  A low drumbeat echoed through the ship, bringing the crew to full readiness.  “I’m going to the bridge,” the Captain added.  “We’re about to find out the truth for ourselves.”


  James nodded, then turned back to the display.


  #
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  “INTO THE COCKPITS, now!  Move, damn it!”


  He scrambled up the ladder into his own cockpit, then hastily keyed the switch to bring his fighter to full power.  They’d been sitting in the ready room when the alert had sounded; if he’d had his druthers, half of the formation would have been on combat space patrol at all times.  But he understood the Captain’s logic, even if he didn’t like it.  They didn't dare let the aliens seem something that suggested the decoy carriers weren't real.


  “Ready for launch,” he said, once he’d strapped himself into the cockpit.  “Check in, by the numbers.”


  One by one, the pilots sounded off.  Nothing had gone wrong, thankfully; he’d seen several deployments when starfighters had suffered failures that had forced the crews to hold them back long enough to be fixed.  Pilots hated it when that happened, but Kurt suspected that it was better than suffering a catastrophic failure while in interplanetary space.  He checked in with the CIC as soon as all of the pilots had reported in, then braced himself for the launch.  It always felt like a roller coaster, despite the best compensators the Royal Navy could produce.


  He forgot his concerns as soon as he was blasted out of the tube into interstellar space.  The stars burned brightly around him, illuminating the darkened shape of the carrier.  There was no way they could see the alien craft with the naked eye, but their carriers were showing up clearly on his display.  The starfighters, on the other hand, weren't showing up at all.  He gritted his teeth, realised just how dangerous the alien stealth systems could be.  If their sensors were unreliable, the aliens could just snipe the human craft out of visual range, picking them off one by one.


  “Additional sensor drones are being launched,” the XO said.  “If the aliens can't maintain their stealth when they go to full power ...”


  And if they can, we’re dead, Kurt thought.  He looked back at the alien carriers on the display, trying to estimate how long it would take the alien starfighters to enter engagement range.  But there just wasn't enough hard data to make a realistic guess.


  “Alpha and Beta, with me,” he ordered.  “Delta and Gamma, remain to cover the Old Lady.”


  He listened to the acknowledgements, then gunned the starfighter’s thrusters, forcing it forward.  Ahead of them, the alien carriers grew larger on the display.
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  TED WANTED A DRINK, desperately.  Something to give him a little courage and determination, something to keep him going as seven massive alien carriers bore down on his command.  It was clear that the aliens had been fooled by the decoys – it was the only explanation that made sense – and yet, he knew all too well that they had the firepower to deal with the illusionary ships.  He needed a drink ...


  He forced the thought aside as he watched his starfighters advancing towards the enemy, fighters taking the lead while the bombers followed afterwards, waiting for their chance to launch their missiles at the enemy ships.  The aliens had a definite unfair advantage, he decided; their starfighters could switch roles effortlessly, while the human craft were easy to separate out, isolating the ones that posed a definite threat to the enemy ships.  He had no doubt that the aliens intended to take advantage of their technology as much as possible.  It was what he would have done.


  “Picking up some odd distortion as the drones advance forward,” Farley said.  The tactical officer was staring down at his console, puzzled.  “We might be able to provide rough locations for the alien fighters.”


  “We need something more precise,” Ted said.  They could detonate a string of nukes ... but if they weren't careful, they’d risk damaging their own starfighters too.  “Can you get a lock on them we can use to ...”


  He broke off as new red icons blinked into existence.  Despite himself, he couldn't help a flicker of admiration for the alien technology ... and the pilots of the alien starfighters.  Flying so close to their target was ballsy, all right, even if they knew they were effectively invisible.  But now they could be seen ... he watched as Gamma wing altered course, swinging up to confront the alien craft, while Delta wing remained behind to shield the carrier’s hull.  So far, their planning seemed to have paid off.


  “Clear to engage,” he ordered, as the alien starfighters accelerated forward.  Their power curves were definitely less capable than human starfighters ... and there was a curious elegance about them that seemed oddly impractical.  Or maybe they genuinely could operate within a planetary atmosphere.  “I say again, clear to engage.”


  “They’re coming right towards us now,” Commander Fitzwilliam said, through the intercom.  “They must have realised that the other carriers are decoys.”


  “Looks that way,” Ted agreed.  “Deactivate the drones.  We can recover them after the battle.”


  He scowled as the alien craft came closer, showing no hint of surprise when the dummy carriers vanished from the screens.  Yes, they’d definitely seen through the deception ... he tried, quickly, to work out when they’d seen through it, but it was impossible to say for sure.  He pushed the thought aside, gritting his teeth.  The whole theory about his ship’s armour was about to be put to the test.


  The alien starfighters didn't bother to do more than fire a handful of shots at the human starfighters as they roared past them, concentrating instead on Ark Royal.  Ted watched, feeling a moment of relief as four alien starfighters vanished from the display, picked off by his ships, then braced himself as they came into engagement range.  This was where they’d torn the more advanced carriers apart ... a handful of them fell to the carrier’s point defence, but the remainder kept boring in.  He watched, mentally praying desperately to a god he wasn't sure he believed in, as the alien weapons flared to life ... and slammed into the carrier’s armour.


  “No major damage,” Anderson reported.  The Chief Engineer sounded as relieved as Ted felt.  “I say again, no major damage.”


  “Continue firing,” Ted ordered, as Delta wing chased the alien starfighters over the carrier’s hull.  “Drive them away from us.”


  He glanced down at the reports, sighing in relief.  Ark Royal’s armour could take the alien blasts ... but it wouldn't stop the alien starfighters from disarming and blinding the carrier by picking off her weapons and sensors.  One by one, the alien craft fell back towards their own carriers, clearly rethinking their task.  Behind them, Gamma wing gave chase while Delta wing remained with Ark Royal.


  “Lock mass drivers on target,” he ordered.  The alien carriers were coming into effective range, although – unlike powered missiles – the mass drivers were nothing more than ballistic weapons.  “Prepare to fire.”


  What, he asked himself absently, would a mass driver do to a modern carrier?  Assuming a direct hit, it would rip the carrier apart from end to end.  It made him wonder if there had been a quiet agreement among the various interstellar powers to ban mass drivers from starships, even though they were effective weapons.  If there was, it wouldn't last much longer, not if the theories were correct.  The aliens were about to be kissed.


  “Weapons locked on target,” Farley reported.  “Ready to fire.”


  Ted smiled.  “Fire,” he ordered.


  Projectiles launched from mass drivers couldn't alter course, allowing them to be evaded fairly easily if the target saw them coming.  But they made up for that by being immensely destructive if they did hit, as well as fast enough to give the targets relatively little warning of their arrival.  The aliens clearly didn't see them coming in time; one carrier was smashed amidships by a projectile, while another, clearly badly damaged, limped out of formation and started to retreat.


  “Two direct hits,” Farley said.  On the display, the first alien carrier disintegrated in a series of tearing explosions.  “The mass driver is reloading.”


  “Fire as soon as possible,” Ted ordered.  The mass driver took too long to reload, another problem that would have to be solved before the end of the war.  “Target an untouched alien ship.”


  The aliens seemed uncertain of what to do, he realised, as he watched their formation spread apart.  They clearly hadn't expected the mass driver, but now they’d seen it they were taking precautions, making it harder to guarantee a direct hit.  And mass drivers needed direct hits to be effective ...


  “Take us towards them,” he ordered.  Ark Royal was large and intimidating and she’d just handed out the worst beating the aliens had taken in the war.  If they were lucky, the aliens might just break off ... but he wasn’t sure he wanted them to break off.  He wanted revenge for the dead crewmen who’d died at New Russia.  “Order our escorts to open fire.”


  The alien starfighters altered course, then swept back towards Ark Royal.  Ted watched grimly as he realised what the aliens had in mind.  Take out the mass driver, take out the missile tubes ... and Ark Royal would be practically defenceless.  He barked orders as the alien craft closed in, blowing through the defending starfighters, only to run straight into the teeth of the carrier’s point defence.  They weren't even trying to stealth themselves.


  The stealth system must have a huge power requirement, he decided, as the starfighters lanced down and opened fire.  Again, the armour deflected most of it, but a number of weapons and sensors were blown off the hull.  Absently, he wondered what would happen if the aliens kept firing into where the weapons had been.  There were additional layers of armour under the primary hull, but they weren't as thick as the first line of defence.


  “Firing,” Farley reported.  There was a long pause as five solid projectiles raced towards their targets.  “One hit; three more picked off by the aliens.”


  One solid miss, Ted noted.  He cursed under his breath.  The aliens had thought of using counter-battery fire – and, unlike most offensive weapons, mass drivers were vulnerable to defensive fire.  It was simple enough to predict their courses and take them out before it was too late.  Given time, the human race might manage to build enough mass driver-armed ships to render that a moot point, but God alone knew what the aliens would improvise as a countermeasure.  Or were they incapable of innovation?  It didn't seem likely.


  They’re not stupid, he told himself.  Dealing with a stupid enemy would be easier – but a stupid enemy could never have built those ships.  Whatever else they are, they're not stupid.


  He scowled.  He really needed a drink.


  “Lock missiles on target, then open fire,” he ordered, instead.  On the display, the alien carriers had started to reverse course, tacitly abandoning the battlefield.  But it would take them at least ten minutes to reach a usable tramline.  He’d be able to use that time to hammer their ships into scrap metal.  “And continue firing with the mass drivers until we run out of projectiles.”


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.  “Opening fire ... now.”


  On the display, Ark Royal and her escorts went to rapid fire.  Moments later, the enemy point defence came to life, spewing out blasts of plasma fire like machine gun bursts ...


  Ted gritted his teeth.  If they shot their magazines dry, the aliens could still win.  This was going to hurt ...
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  KURT HAD EXPECTED, he realised now, the alien carrier to look rather like human carriers, which tended to follow the same basic design.  Ark Royal was the only real exception and then only because her designers hadn't known as much about designing starships as their successors.  But the aliens, it was clear, had their own aesthetics.  Their carriers were giant spheres, seemingly completely unarmed.  And yet, when the human starfighters came within range, bursts of plasma fire swept out towards them from hidden gun ports.


  “Evasive action,” he snapped, yanking his starfighter away from a burst of light that almost ripped him apart.  The aliens, it seemed, didn't have to worry about running out of ammunition.  Nor were they inclined to hold back some of their starfighters to provide a combat space patrol.  “Let the bombers go in to launch missiles.”


  He watched, grimly, as the bombers launched their missiles.  The aliens, realising the threat, focused all of their attention on the nuclear-tipped warheads, wiping all but one of them out before they stuck the alien hull.  One missile made it through and detonated, significantly damaging the alien carrier.  It drifted out of formation, then exploded in a shockingly powerful blast.  Kurt wondered, absently, just what the aliens used for a power source.


  Antimatter would have killed us all, he guessed, as he led the fighters back towards the carrier.  Nearly a third of the bombers had been wiped out, while the remainder had shot their missiles.  The aliens had a definite advantage ... he hoped, silently, that the human race managed to improve their own directed-energy weapons or plasma cannons.  Without them, they were always going to be at a disadvantage.


  The alien starfighters lanced back towards the human craft, intent on killing them before they could return to Ark Royal and rearm.  Kurt barked orders, then led his craft through the enemy formation, firing madly at brief targets.  Two alien craft died, the remainder fell back and let the humans escape.  Behind them, Ark Royal and her escorts were approaching rapidly, launching a steady stream of missiles.  Another alien carrier, already badly damaged, exploded into a ball of expanding plasma, leaving the remainder to escape as best as they could.  The alien escorts were already putting themselves between the carriers and Ark Royal.


  Brave of them, he conceded, reluctantly.  They’re safeguarding the carriers at the cost of their own lives.


  He watched grimly as the bombers returned to Ark Royal, then turned his starfighters to cover the carrier as she advanced on the alien craft.
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  “SIR, THE BOMBERS ARE reloading.”


  Ted nodded, thinking hard.  The bombers had lost nearly a third of their number, a staggeringly high loss rate even if they had taken out a single alien carrier.  And the aliens were in full retreat.  But he didn't want to let them escape, if it were possible to stop them.


  “Order them to launch again once they have reloaded,” he ordered.  “And then ...”


  He broke off as a red light flashed up on the display.  “Sir, Amati is gone,” Farley snapped.  “They just blew her apart!”


  Ted stared down at the display.  There was nothing left of the missile frigate save an expanding cloud of atoms.  “What happened?”


  “Unsure,” Farley said, after a moment.  “I think ... I think they have a short-range plasma weapon of staggering power.”


  It would have to be, Ted realised.  A mass driver would have been noticeable – and logically the aliens would have fired it at Ark Royal, rather than one of the smaller craft.  And, whatever it was had to be short-ranged or Ark Royal would have been blown apart by now.


  “Hold the range open,” he ordered, thinking hard.  What was the minimum range?  He keyed his console.  “Analysis; I want to know what happened and why.”


  There was a long pause.  “Our best guess is that they have an intensely powerful plasma system,” the analyst said, finally.  She sounded unhappy; analysts were rarely called upon to provide data during a battle.  Or at least they hadn't been.  That too was going to change.  “I think they couldn't maintain containment for very long, sir.  Once the field fails, the blast would simply come apart.”


  And be harmless, Ted thought.  One by one, the alien escorts were slowing their retreat, threatening to bring the human ships into range.  If he wasn't careful, he would wind up impaling himself on their weapons.


  “Thank you,” he said.  Unlike a mass driver, the alien weapon’s plasma would move at the speed of light.  There would be no warning before it struck home ... and it was clearly an order of magnitude more powerful than the weapons mounted on alien starfighters.  “Will our armour be able to handle it?”


  “Unknown, sir,” the analyst said.  “However, the weapon did manage to take out a frigate.  We have to assume the worst.”


  Ted closed the channel, then looked over at Farley.  “Target missiles and mass drivers on the alien escorts,” he ordered.  He was effectively letting the alien carriers go – they were picking up speed at a surprising rate – but there was no alternative.  If nothing else, the aliens had taken a very definite bloody nose after trying to outflank Earth’s defences.  “The bombers are to attempt to engage the alien carriers.”


  He settled back in his command chair and watched as the range continued to open.  The alien ships were in full retreat, not even trying to send their own starfighters to engage Ark Royal and her escorts.  Ted allowed himself a moment of pleasure at their discomfort, then glanced down at the reports from engineering.  The damaged weapons and sensors wouldn’t take too long to repair, thankfully.  They could give chase if their FTL drive had been equal to the alien system.


  “Captain,” Farley said, “they’re approaching the tramline.”


  Ted sighed.  By any standards, they had won a naval victory ... but they still had no idea just how powerful the aliens actually were.  It was impossible to tell if they’d degraded the enemy fleet by ten percent, one percent or point one percent.  The only sign that the aliens might not be as strong as they had feared was that they’d sent only a handful of carriers through the back door.  But they might well have been attempting to secure their lines of communication before launching the main thrust towards Earth.


  “Recall the fighters,” he ordered, softly.  “Let them go.”


  Five minutes later, the aliens flickered out and vanished.
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  IT WAS AGAINST REGULATIONS, but Kurt couldn’t help flipping his starfighter over in a loop-the-loop before guiding the tiny craft into the recovery bay.  Outside, the maintenance crews were going crazy, cheering the fighter pilots as they cracked open their cockpits and jumped out onto the deck.  Kurt found himself being kissed by several women and two men before he finally managed to disentangle himself and bellow for order.  Slowly, quiet fell over the recovery bay.


  “We won,” he said.


  The sound of cheering almost deafened him.  They’d all seen the images from New Russia, they’d all feared that their first engagement would be their last.  But they’d adapted, reacted and overcome.  The aliens would be back, he was sure, but they’d given them a bloody nose that would make them rethink their plans for overrunning human space.


  “We will go over everything that happened tomorrow,” he continued.  There was a chorus of good-natured groans, entirely understandably, but no one objected out loud.  “For the moment, eat, drink and be merry ... and any of you who turn up drunk will regret it for the rest of a very short and miserable career.”


  He smiled at their expressions.  It hadn't been uncommon for pilots to drink, sometimes heavily, despite regulations.  Clearly, that was something that hadn't changed since he’d transferred to the reserves.  But this was wartime and he was damned if he was going to be kind and sympathetic to any of his pilots who ended up drunk.  There were treatments to force someone to sober up within moments and he would use them, if necessary.


  “Make sure you get some sleep too,” he added.  “We don’t know when the aliens will come back.”


  That got their attention, as he’d expected.  The aliens might just take a few hours to rethink their plans, then go back on the offensive.  They would need a special weapon to take out Ark Royal, but that wouldn't be too hard for them.  A mass driver would be quite effective, or a simple set of nuclear torpedoes.  There was no way they didn’t have nukes, not if they had plasma cannons and an improved FTL system.  Hell, they might even have something more effective, once they realised the potentials of their own system.


  “And well done, all of you,” he concluded.


  He turned and walked out of the bay, remembering the days when he’d been a simple pilot and could participate in after-action parties.  But, as CAG, he wasn't supposed to be condoning any of it.  It wasn't fair ... he shook his head, annoyed at himself.  The world was not fair.  Just ask the crews of Formidable and Invincible.


  “Kurt,” a voice called.  He turned to see Rose following him.  “Do you have a moment?”


  Kurt lifted an eyebrow, but nodded, allowing her to follow him into his office.  The analysts hadn't wasted any time, he noted; there was a complete copy of all of the sensor records on his terminal, just waiting for his input.  The battle would be dissected over the coming days and weeks until every last micron of data was wrung from the records and used to plan humanity’s next move.  But, for the moment, all Kurt wanted to do was sleep.


  “You should be at the party I’m not meant to know about,” he said.  “Why did you come here?”


  “I killed five of them,” Rose said.  “Do you think I killed enough?”


  It took Kurt a moment to understand what she meant.  “I think we’ve only just begun,” he said.  “Three enemy carriers were destroyed, one more was badly damaged ...”


  “But she managed to escape,” Rose pointed out.  “We could have taken her intact otherwise ...”


  Kurt nodded.  Humanity was known for solving technical problems – now they knew what the aliens could do, human researchers would be trying to duplicate it – but he had to admit that recovering samples of alien technology would speed the whole process up considerably.  But somehow he doubted the aliens would allow their technology to be captured so easily, not by a potentially deadly enemy.  Human systems were rigged to prevent them falling into enemy hands.


  “Maybe we could have,” Kurt agreed, finally.  He gave her a long look.  “Are you going to stop now?”


  Rose blinked owlishly at him.  “What do you mean?”


  “Do you feel that five aliens are enough,” Kurt asked, “or do you mean to keep killing them until the war comes to an end?”


  “Keep killing them,” Rose snapped.  She sounded more than a little annoyed by his comment.  “I don’t think that any number of the bastards can make up for him.”


  Kurt scowled.  Rose bothered him, even though she was hardly the worst of his problem children.  It was easy to imagine her putting her desire for revenge ahead of sound tactics and careful planning – to say nothing of the overall objective.  He understood the desire for revenge, even shared it, but he also knew that he had to put his own problems to one side and concentrate on his duty.


  “Relax now,” he ordered, softly.  “And remember that there will be other battles.”


  “There will be,” Rose agreed.  She grinned, suddenly.  “We gave them a fright, didn't we?”


  Kurt nodded.


  “And we showed those fools back on Earth that we can kick butt with the best of them,” Rose said, her grin widening into a smile.  “Thank you, sir.”


  She gave him a peck on the cheek, then walked out of the compartment before Kurt could say a word.  He stared at her, one finger touching the spot where she’d kissed him, then shook his head in disbelief.  Rose ... wasn't anywhere close to stable.  But then, few pilots were.


  “Damn it,” he muttered.  He closed the hatch, then keyed his terminal.  There was just time to record a v-mail to Molly before he went back to the pilot quarters for some sleep.  “What’s gotten into her now?”


  He waited till the recording light came on, then started to speak.  “Hi, Molly, I don't know quite when you will get this message, but I think you’ll get it before I return home.  We won a battle ...”


  When he was finished, he saved the message, uploaded it to the communications network and then went to get some sleep.


  #
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  TED SAT IN HIS CABIN, eying the bottle on his desk.  It was finest Scotch, a present from an old friend upon his promotion to commodore; Ted had been saving it for a special occasion.  Now, with an alien fleet in full retreat and his ship thoroughly vindicated, it seemed as good an occasion as any.  But he wasn't sure he could ensure that he stuck to just one glass ...


  He’d won, he knew.  The Royal Navy might call him a drunkard, the other commanding officers might question his qualifications, but none of them could deny that he’d won a battle against a powerful and seemingly overwhelming foe.  Everyone had seen the recordings of New Russia by now, everyone knew that humanity’s very future hung in the balance.  But he’d pulled off a victory and, in doing so, altered the course of the war.  Or so he hoped.


  It was worthy of a drink.  Wasn't it?


  He should know better, he told himself.  Hundreds of thousands of naval crewmen experimented with drink ... and, as a general rule, most of them learned to control the impulse or simply give it up.  But Ted hadn't really learned, which was why he’d been assigned to Ark Royal as a mere Lieutenant-Commander.  The Royal Navy had preferred to move him to a dead-end assignment rather than have him dishonourably dismissed from the service – or even quietly retire him when his first enlistment ended.  There were days when he’d wondered just what his superior officers had been thinking.  Had they been too lazy to do the paperwork for early retirement or had they questioned the wisdom of forcibly retiring someone who’d earned a knighthood through saving lives as a young Lieutenant?


  The bottle glimmered faintly under the cabin light.  It was worth over 300 pounds, he knew; his friend had been making a point as well as presenting Ted with a gift.  Part of him wanted to tear the bottle’s cap off and take a swig, part of him knew that he didn't dare indulge.  Ark Royal was no longer orbiting a beacon in the Earth-Moon system, but facing a dangerous alien threat.  The bastards could be back at any moment.


  And he could lose his command.  No one really cared if a reservist commander drank, not when there was no real danger to his crew.  But now ... his XO wanted his post and had friends in high places.  Fitzwilliam hadn't done anything overt to stab Ted in the back, yet Ted knew the younger man was ambitious ... and all of the arguments he'd used to convince the First Space Lord to let Ted remain in command had become less and less effective as Fitzwilliam learned more about the ancient carrier.  Hell, he would be a good commander, Ted knew.  The younger man had an optimism about him that Ted had long since lost.


  But Ted had no intention of surrendering his command.  It would be the first step towards early – enforced – retirement.  There was no way he would be allowed to take command of a modern carrier, even an escort ship.  He'd be lucky if he was assigned to an asteroid mining facility in the middle of nowhere.  Humanity’s only winner or not, he would be lucky to be allowed to keep his rank.  The Royal Navy would have its doubts about giving a modern starship to a known drunkard.


  Angrily, he lashed out.  The bottle plummeted from the desk and struck the deck, shattering on impact.  Glass and alcohol splashed everywhere.  Ted swore out loud, then stood upright and reached for a towel.  There was no point in ordering Midshipwomen Lopez or another junior crewman to clear up the mess.  Besides, he was more than a little ashamed of his own weakness.  It was something he had to tackle on his own.  Once the mess was cleared, he dumped the towel into the recycler, glass and all.  It would at least serve a useful purpose when it was broken down for raw material.


  His intercom buzzed.  “Captain,” Fitzwilliam said.  For an absurd moment, Ted wondered if someone outside the cabin had heard the bottle break, or smelled the Scotch through the airlock.  “The Marines are ready to start sifting through the debris, while Primrose is ready to return to Earth.”


  Ted grunted.  “Tell them to make best possible speed,” he ordered.  The frigate would carry the news of the victory to Earth.  “And tell them that we will return to Earth within four days unless they have other orders for us.”


  He scowled up at the star chart.  The aliens definitely had a more advanced FTL drive than humanity’s.  That was a given, now.  If they used it aggressively, they might even be able to jump directly to Earth.  And there wouldn't be any real warning before they arrived.  Once Ark Royal returned to Earth, they might not be allowed to leave, even though they were ideally suited to raiding behind enemy lines.


  Damn it, he thought, as he turned on the air conditioning to get rid of the smell.  We’ve won one battle, but not the war.  Not yet.
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  THE REMAINS OF THE alien craft were almost invisible in the darkness of interplanetary space.


  “I'm not picking up very much, beyond chunks of molten metal,” Corporal Henderson reported.  “I don’t think we’re going to find anything we can reverse-engineer.”


  “At least not immediately,” Charles said.  The Royal Marines had a multitude of roles when they weren't actually serving as ground or space troopers.  One of them was conducting the preliminary post-battle search for intelligence.  Marines, in theory, were trained to recognise danger, something that couldn't always be said of civilian researchers.  “The ship was smashed to rubble.”


  He shrugged.  There were no shortage of stories where a piece of alien technology was captured the first day, reverse-engineered the second and then used to produce a vastly-improved human version the third.  It had never struck him as particularly realistic.  He knew it could take months to reverse-engineer something produced by the Russians or Chinese – and they were human.  How long might it take to deduce the operating principles of a piece of completely alien technology?


  Maybe not that long, he told himself.  Their technology can't be that different from ours.  The laws of science will work the same for them, won’t they?


  He glanced down at the scanner as the tiny shuttle nosed its way through the debris cloud.  Automated systems were already picking up samples of alien metal, although the first sweeps suggested that alien hullmetal wasn't anything uncommon.  The researchers might speculate endlessly on new elements or previously undiscovered composites, but that was rather less than likely.  Or so Charles assumed.  If they started believing that there was something about alien technology that would be forever beyond humanity’s reach, they would always accept their own inferiority.


  There was a ping from the console.  “Picking up traces of biological matter,” Henderson said.  “Sir?”


  “Get it swept up by the drones,” Charles ordered, forcing down the surge of excitement he felt.  Despite himself, he desperately wanted to know what the aliens looked like – and what they called themselves.  Humanity had no name for them.  But while he had seen bodies survive seemingly devastating explosions, he didn't want to raise false hopes.  They might have found nothing more than blood and ashes.  “Then send them into quarantine.”


  “Yes, sir,” Henderson said.  He looked up, suddenly.  “Will they catch colds and die?”


  Charles shrugged.  The human race had discovered thirty Earth-like worlds – and seventy worlds that could be terraformed, although it was such a colossal investment that few were prepared to make the effort – but none of them had possessed a viral life form that was actually dangerous to humanity.  As far as anyone knew, Earth was the only world that had produced an intelligent race ... well, as far as anyone had known.  Unless the aliens were actually humans from a prehistoric space-based civilisation – and that seemed absurd – it was clear that there was more than one world that had given birth to an intelligent race.


  “I doubt it,” he said, finally.  “Chances are that their biology will be so different from ours that our diseases will do little to them – and vice versa.”


  Unless someone deliberately engineers a killing disease, he thought, grimly.  The Royal Marines had been involved in the suppression of genetically-engineered diseases – there had been several attempts to commit genocide using tailored viruses – and, despite all the international treaties, the world had come alarmingly close to disaster more than once.  Maybe we will take the gloves off when the aliens push us to the wall.


  He looked down at Henderson, realising – not for the first time – just how young the Corporal actually was.  Charles had fifteen years in the Royal Marines, Henderson was barely out of training.  He’d never seen any real action, not down on the ground.  And Royal Marines rarely won plaudits for serving on starships that went into combat.  They were tasked to serve as groundpounders or space troopers, not starship officers.


  The console pinged again.  “Got something else, sir,” Henderson said.  “This one’s a bit bigger.”


  Charles nodded.  “Send the drones after it,” he ordered.  “Then run the live feed through the screens here.”


  He looked over at the console as the drones closed in on their target, reporting a steady increase in the density of biological material as they made their way through space.  Slowly, something humanoid came into view, illuminated by the lights mounted on the drones.  It was damaged, perhaps badly, but it was definitely far from human.  Charles felt a chill running down his spine as he gazed into the face of an alien.


  There had been no shortage of speculation, he knew, about what the aliens might actually be like.  The general assumption had been that the aliens were too alien to realise that war was unnecessary; after all, everyone in academia knew that cooperation was the way forward, not wasteful war.  Charles had read speculation that ranged from giant spiders, complete with insect mentalities, to robots that had killed their creators and gone on a rampage across the universe, but the academics had been wrong.  The proof was drifting right in front of him.


  The alien was humanoid, as far as he could tell, although it – he, perhaps – had clearly lost a leg.  His skin was thick and leathery, almost like a humanoid elephant; his eyes were dark and shadowy.  There were no clothes, although with skin like that, he realised, the alien wouldn't really need protection from the elements.  The remainder of the alien body was damaged, broken and bleeding in a dozen places.  It was very clearly dead.


  Charles swallowed, then spoke.  “Contact the ship,” he ordered.  “We’ve found a body.”


  He watched as the drones pulled back, waiting for the EVA specialists to arrive.  The body would be bagged up, then transported back to the carrier and placed on ice.  No one would be allowed to see it, let alone touch it, until they’d taken it safely back to Earth, where it would be examined in a sealed facility.  He was fairly sure that alien bugs wouldn't be lethal to humanity, but there was no point in taking chances.  Besides, everyone and his aunt would want to see the body.


  “It doesn't look friendly,” Henderson commented.  The normally bouncy young man – there were a handful of sharp remarks about the need for discipline in his file – sounded subdued, almost terrified.  “Do you think they’re all helplessly evil?”


  Charles looked down at the screen.  The alien did look unfriendly, he had to admit; his jaws were filled with sharp teeth, set in a permanent grimace.  But that meant nothing, he knew; the alien might easily be smiling instead, or merely screaming in agony as his body froze to death.  Besides, he’d seen plenty of humans who had looked dangerous – or merely unpleasant – only to discover that looks could be deceiving.


  “I think you shouldn’t judge someone by their looks,” he said, dryly.  “Unless they’re pointing a gun at you, of course.”


  He wondered, briefly, what the various human-alien friendship protest groups would make of it.  There had been no shortage of idiots willing to believe that the human race had started the war, perhaps by settling a world the aliens had already claimed ... although, if that was the case, why hadn't they made contact rather than simply opened fire?  Somehow, he doubted the human race would have been stubborn if the aliens explained that they’d gotten to Vera Cruz first.  And, even if they had removed the humans by force, why carry on to attack New Russia?  And then start an advance on Earth?


  There was no way to know.  Human morality might mean nothing to the aliens – and there were dozens of human groups with their own versions of morality.  Maybe the aliens thought that exterminating every other form of life was a holy duty or maybe they considered themselves the masters of the universe, with everyone else battered into slavery.  Charles could imagine a dozen motives for the attack that were heartless and cruel, but not unprecedented.  Hell, maybe there was an alien emperor who wanted to start a war in the hopes it would distract attention from problems at home.


  He watched, grimly, as the alien was bagged up, then returned his attention to sweeping through the remainder of the debris field.  Any hopes he might have had for recovering alien technology seemed as unlikely as ever; the largest chunk of debris they found was nothing more than a piece of alien hull.  Several of the other searchers picked up alien bodies, including one that seemed almost completely intact.  They were bagged up and returned to the carrier too.


  The intercom buzzed.  “Return to the Old Lady,” the XO ordered, flatly.  “We’re going back to Earth.”


  #
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  “I HAD A PRELIMINARY look at the pieces of debris,” Anderson reported, “but most of them are too badly battered to be understandable.”


  Ted nodded, sharing a long look with his XO.  He hadn't really expected any ground-shaking discoveries, apart from the alien bodies, but it was still disappointing.  It would have been nice to recover an alien plasma weapon intact so it could be reverse-engineered ...


  He shook his head, dismissing the thought.  “What can you tell us about the alien ships?”


  “Their hulls are actually stronger than one of our modern carriers, but weaker than Ark Royal’s armour,” Anderson said.  “There's nothing particularly ... alien about the composite they use, it’s merely something that might prove more resistant to plasma blasts.  I think we can place it into production ourselves in short order, although it would still take months – more likely years – before we could sheath all of the modern carriers in alien-derived armour.”


  “They might want to start building new carriers from scratch,” Fitzwilliam observed.  “And battleships too.”


  Ted nodded.  Mass drivers had been the most effective weapon humanity had found, so far, and he could see the value in producing hundreds of mass driver-armed starships.  If Ark Royal’s limited system had been able to wreck havoc, an entire fleet of such starships would be unstoppable.  Hell, they could just start by rigging mass drivers onto the hulls of escort ships, then produce a more formal design later.


  “It takes upwards of a year to produce a modern carrier – longer, of course, to produce something like the Old Lady,” Anderson reminded him, stroking the desk absently with one hand.  “New carriers will be required, eventually, but it will be quicker to modify the ones we have.”


  “The Admiralty can decide that,” Ted said.  He keyed a switch, accessing a secure data store and displaying the images of the alien bodies.  “The face of the enemy, gentlemen.”


  He smiled at their reactions to the alien face.  In proper lighting, he couldn't help thinking of a amphibious creature.  The alien might be equally at home in and out of the water, he decided; their leathery skin and the absence of any protective garment suggested that they were actually tougher than humans.  It seemed odd to consider a starship crew that were completely naked – even if they had no nudity taboo, surely they would need protection against accidents – but maybe it worked for them.  There was nothing that suggested the alien’s sex, at least as far as he could tell.


  “Ugly bastards,” Farley said, finally.  “And tough too.”


  “Very tough,” Doctor Jeanette Hastings agreed.  She leaned forward.  “As per regulations, I transferred the bodies into storage tubes rather than attempting to study them myself.  However, I can tell you, just from a visual inspection, that the aliens are definitely tough – and probably faster than they look.  Judging from the shape of their eyes, they’re used to a darker environment than humanity; they’re probably far more capable of seeing in the dark without technological aid.”


  Fitzwilliam smiled.  “What gender are they?”


  “Impossible to tell without an autopsy,” Jeanette said.  “I was unable to locate anything resembling either a penis or a vagina through visual inspection.  They look humanoid, but they don't have to breed like humans.  They could lay eggs, for example, or they might have a biological caste system and the bodies we’ve recovered belong to a caste that doesn't breed.”


  She shrugged.  “I did take a look at some of the recovered blood,” she added.  “They’re biologically incompatible with us, so any dreams of cross-racial hybrids will remain just that – dreams.”


  Ted rolled his eyes.  If there was one great disadvantage to the planetary datanet that linked Earth together, it was that it allowed hundreds of kooks to feel that they were not alone.  One pressure group, in particular, believed that the aliens wanted to mate with human women to produce pointy-eared hybrids.  The fact that this was biologically impossible – humans couldn't produce offspring with their closest relatives in the animal kingdom, let alone creatures from a completely different biological system – never seemed to have crossed their minds.


  “Glad to hear it,” he said, dryly.  He looked around the table.  “We will proceed back to Earth within the hour, bearing the recovered bodies with us.  Should we consider leaving teams behind to continue the search?”


  “We’ve inspected most of the debris,” Anderson said.  “I don’t feel that there will be any important discoveries made from the remainder, sir.  Most of it is just pieces of alien hull; anything that might be useful has been firmly melted down into scrap metal.  I suspect that Earth will dispatch a post-battle assessment team to check out the remainder anyway.”


  “They probably will,” Ted agreed.  He suspected that the other interstellar powers would send their own teams.  Britain gaining access to alien bodies – and technology – might upset the balance of power.  Or it would have, if anything they found wasn't shared.  With a powerful alien race breathing down their necks, it was unlikely that the Admiralty would see fit to classify the recovered bodies and data.  “Overall ... do we have any better idea of where to look for the alien homeworld?”


  Anderson and Jeanette exchanged glances, then Anderson shook his head.  “I doubt it,” he said.  “It's possible that something might turn up, once the post-battle teams arrive in the system, but it's unlikely.”


  Ted had his doubts.  The security officers had gone through Ark Royal and discovered an alarming amount of data – unsecured data – that could point the aliens towards Earth.  He knew the computer cores were designed to wipe themselves, then melt down into puddles of molten liquid, but books and diaries were far less secure.  But how many of them would be comprehensible to the aliens?


  He stood.  “Inform your departmental heads that they have all performed brilliantly,” he ordered, as they rose to their feet.  “We have good reason to be proud of what we have done today.  Dismissed.”


  Fitzwilliam waited for the room to clear, then walked over to stand beside his commander.  “I have a report on repairs,” he said, quietly.  “We can fix up the damage within a day or two, even without outside help.”


  “I know,” Ted said.  Ark Royal had been designed for long-duration cruises, after all.  “But we do have to return to Earth.”


  He wondered, briefly, what the Admiralty would make of the victory.  On one hand, it was a stunning reversal of fortunes; on the other, it implied that there was only one starship capable of standing up to the aliens.  But then ... there was no reason why mass drivers and other weapons couldn’t be deployed to defend Earth very quickly.  Hell, after the first reports of the battle had made it back to humanity’s homeworld, preparations had probably already started.


  “Understood, sir,” Fitzwilliam said.


  “Go to the bridge, then lay in a course,” Ted ordered.  “I’ll join you before we leave the system.”


  He closed his eyes as soon as the XO left, leaving him alone.  The victory hadn't come cheaply, he knew, even though the aliens had suffered worse by an order of magnitude.  Thirty-two starfighter pilots dead, ninety-two officers and men on the destroyed frigate ... that weapon was going to be a major problem.  It was quite possible that a close-range duel with one of the alien craft would be impossible.


  And they'd all died under his command.


  Angrily, he pushed the guilt aside and opened his eyes.  A naval career, even one spent on an isolated asteroid mining station, always carried the risk of a violent death.  No one joined the navy believing it to be safe.  Hell, space was never safe.  The civilian death rate was actually higher than the navy’s, although civilian starships tended to operate far closer to the margins than naval starships.  He knew that to be true.  But somehow it didn't make his task any easier.


  Gritting his teeth, he strode out of the Briefing Room and marched towards the bridge, almost tripping over several boxes of spare parts someone had stowed in the passageway.  He made a mental note to discuss it with his XO.  As important as it was to cram the ship to the gunwales with spare parts, it was equally important not to impede the crew from rushing to battle stations when the alarm sounded.


  “Captain,” Fitzwilliam said, when he stepped through the airlock.  “Our course is laid in, ready to go.”


  Ted took his command chair and nodded.  “Take us home,” he ordered.  It felt good to say it, even though part of him worried over the reaction from the Admiralty.  Would they have expected him to destroy the entire alien force?  “Best possible speed.”


  He smiled to himself, wanly.  A week ago, crewmen assigned to Ark Royal had been mocked by their fellows.  The Old Lady was ancient, a relic of a bygone era ... there had been several fights, which had been broken up by the local police.  But who, he asked himself, would be laughing now?  The Old Lady had more than proved herself in combat.


  Good, he thought, patting his command chair.  Now we just have to win the war.
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    Chapter Twelve
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  TED HAD NEVER SET FOOT in Westminster Abbey.  Not as a schoolchild, not as a tourist and not as a naval officer.  But now ... he settled uncomfortably on his seat, wishing desperately for drink, as the service for the dead droned on.  The Admiralty had surrendered to the political desire to honour the dead in Westminster Abbey ... he shook his head, cursing the politicians under his breath.  Surely, the dead deserved better than this farce of a ceremony.


  He looked around, feeling oddly out of place among the brass.  It seemed that every officer above the rank of commodore had been summoned to the Abbey, along with thousands of politicians, celebrities and reporters.  The latter were baying for blood – or newsworthy quotes – outside the Abbey, calling out to everyone they saw for something they could record and put on the datanet.  Ted would have preferred to face the aliens again, rather than the reporters.  At least the aliens would only have killed him, rather than dissecting his career, reputation and appearance.


  It took nearly an hour before the service finally came to an end.  By that time, Ted was praying desperately for something – anything – to break the monotony.  Everyone from the Prime Minister to the First Space Lord seemed to have something to say, even though most of it consisted of useless platitudes.  Ted wished he could make his escape as soon as the end came, but he knew better.  There was a reception being held immediately after for Ark Royal’s senior officers.  It would be hellish.


  He glanced down at his terminal as the PM left the Abbey, followed by a stream of senior officers.  There was a security alert at the top; apparently, thousands of additional reporters were pressing against the police barricades, even though they all had access to the live feed from within the Abbey.  But that wouldn’t be the same, Ted knew, as catching someone in the act of doing something embarrassing.  Or recording something that could be taken out of context and then turned into a weapon.  It struck him, not for the first time, that it had probably been reporters who had arranged for a ban on duelling.  They would have found themselves challenged repeatedly, otherwise.


  Outside, the baying of the reporters grew louder as he followed the First Space Lord out of the Abbey and down towards a set of white cars.  They shouted and screamed, begging for him to turn and look at them, or answer their questions, no matter how absurd they were.  Ted kept his face as expressionless as possible, sighing in relief the moment he climbed into the car and shut the door.  After having his character alternatively praised and assassinated, he would be happy if he never saw any reporter ever again.


  “The politicians needed soothing and so did the general public,” the First Space Lord said, once he’d run a bug detector over the car.  Technically, bugging government or military facilities was illegal, but that didn't stop the media.  “They were really quite upset.”


  Ted nodded.  It had been two days since Ark Royal had returned to Earth and the public had gone wild.  Everyone had known that the aliens were invincible ... until Ark Royal proved otherwise.  Certainly, quite a few armchair admirals had complained about the decision to abandon the backdoor system after the battle, but the Admiralty had understood.  The aliens might easily come back with more firepower ... or simply pick another star to use as a waypoint on the way to Earth.


  “It's a farce, sir,” he said.  He cursed himself a moment later.  Normally, he would never have been so expressive in front of a superior officer.  “My people deserved better.”


  “They always do,” the First Space Lord said.  He smiled as the car came to a halt in front of a large building, protected by a row of policemen.  “Enjoy the reception, Captain.  You’re the hero of the hour.”


  Ted sighed, inwardly.  He was the highest-ranking officer from the carrier ... but most of the guests would be higher-ranking still.  Every naval officer – and probably a few army officers – had tried hard to wrangle invitations.  His crewmen would be hopelessly junior to the officers they were supposed to chitchat with, promising a day of awkward chatter and embarrassing silences.  But it had to be endured.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said, unconvincingly.


  Inside, a band was playing, hundreds of senior officers were already milling about ... and there was a large table full of expensive booze.  Ted stared, wondering just how many thousands of pounds had been spent on the wine alone, then reached for a glass before stopping himself.  He couldn't afford to get drunk, not now.  Instead, he took a glass of orange juice and looked around for someone he could actually talk to.  But there was no one, apart from the Japanese Naval Attaché.  And he was known to be the most frightful bore.


  Sighing, Ted walked over to greet him anyway.  It had been two years since they’d last met, when the Japanese officer had managed to convince the Royal Navy to give him a tour of Ark Royal.  Ted had wondered, in all seriousness, if the Japanese Navy intended to build their own armoured carriers, but nothing had ever materialised.  Under the circumstances, he decided, that seemed something of a pity.


  “Congratulations on your victory,” the Japanese officer said.  “I wish to hear all about it.”


  #
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  JAMES HAD GROWN UP in an aristocratic family, although he liked to think that he had made it into the navy on his own abilities.  As boring as aristocratic parties could be – and the reception was organised on the same principles – they were also an excellent chance to network.  He took a glass of water this time – getting tipsy could still be embarrassing, if not disastrous – and moved from person to person, keeping an eye on the other crewmen as he did.  Not all of them had any experience in parties and the last thing he wanted was to have to get them out of trouble.


  “Ah, I hear you did well for yourself after all,” a voice said.  “Good show!”


  James turned to see his Uncle Winchester, a retired naval officer of fifty years experience.  The grizzled old man had been one of the prime influences on his life, James had to admit, although he hadn't listened to everything the older man had taught him.  Trying to force his way into command of Ark Royal was something certain to annoy Uncle Winchester ... and the fact it had blown up in James’s face certain to amuse him.


  “Yes, Uncle,” he said, remembering the models of carriers and escort vessels his uncle had given him as a child.  Some of them had been remarkably impractical, others prospective designs for future naval development.  Uncle Winchester, if he recalled correctly,  had actually had a hand in developing the modern carriers the aliens had torn apart.  “I have learnt a great deal from Captain Smith.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Uncle Winchester said.  He placed a hand on James’s arm, half-pushing him towards a side room.  “You have to learn to walk before you can run.”


  The sound of the band cut off the moment the door closed.  James hesitated, then turned to face his uncle.  The side rooms were often used for backroom dealing between people who could never be seen together in public, although there was no reason he couldn't speak to his uncle anywhere.  But then another door opened and the First Space Lord entered the room.


  “Be seated,” the First Space Lord ordered, shortly.  “We don’t have much time.”


  James swallowed and obeyed, feeling suddenly very unsure of his own ground.  He’d used the Old Boys Network to push the First Space Lord into promoting him, only to discover that his pressure only went so far.  In hindsight, he knew, Captain Smith had been entirely correct to point out that James was hardly ready for command of a modern carrier, let alone an ancient ship held together by improvised fixes and scrounged spare parts.  But it would be years, he suspected, before he was ever allowed to forget that he’d tried to snatch command out of the hands of his current CO.


  “I need to ask you a question,” the First Space Lord continued, once he'd taken a seat facing James.  Uncle Winchester sat to the side, his eyes never leaving James’s face.  “Is Captain Smith suitable for command?”


  James stared at him, unable to keep his shock off his face.  Asking an XO to comment on his Captain’s fitness for command was a severe breach of naval etiquette.  If the CO found out, it would shatter the trust between him and his XO, trust that had already been weakened by James’s attempt to snatch command for himself.  There were situations when an XO could legally relieve the Captain of command, but they tended to result in the XO’s career coming to a screeching halt.  If the Admiralty had their doubts, they should have sent in an investigative officer.


  He realised, suddenly, just how poor the Admiralty’s position actually was.  They’d found it impossible to push a knighted officer into early requirement, so they’d given him Ark Royal and left him to his own devices.  Instead of drinking himself to death, Smith had kept Ark Royal functional; the starship had barely needed a month of intensive work to return to full combat-worthy status.  And then Smith had pulled off a victory that had made him the world’s man of the hour.  The media was already comparing him to Drake, Nelson, Cunningham and Singh.  If the Admiralty had wanted to relieve him of command, they would have to explain it to the media ... and to politicians, eager to make political hay at the Admiralty’s expense.


  Smith had been lucky, James knew, feeling an odd flicker of amusement.  The reporters had dug up some of his file, including his drinking problem, but they’d spun it into a morality tale about a hero overcoming his issues and defending Britain against outside attack.  And it wasn't just Britain either.  Smith was a hero right across the world.  Maybe, just maybe, the media would sour, but until then Smith was politically untouchable.  The consequences of relieving him could be dire.


  Uncle Winchester coughed.  “I feel, Farnham, that the boy is confused.”


  James flushed, brightly.  “I’m not twelve any longer, uncle!”


  “Learn to keep your face under control,” Uncle Winchester lectured, sternly.  He looked over at the First Space Lord.  “This is an invidious line of questioning, Farnham.”


  “You know better, I think,” the First Space Lord said.  “Commander Fitzwilliam, I do need an answer.”


  James winced.  If he answered the question, it could utterly destroy his professional reputation.  No one would ever trust him again.  They’d think of him as a sneak, a coward who didn't even have the nerve to stand up and relieve his CO of command.  But if he didn't answer the question, it could impact his career too.  The First Space Lord had no shortage of places to assign officers who had annoyed him.  It was darkly amusing to realise that Ark Royal had once been one of those places.


  “It won’t go any further,” Uncle Winchester assured him.  “Will it?”


  “No,” the First Space Lord said.


  James gathered himself.  “Since I have served on Ark Royal, the Captain has not – to my knowledge – touched a drop of alcohol,” he said, firmly.  “Furthermore, he has handled my education in the carrier’s mechanics, the integration of the new crewmembers and our first real deployment with exceptional skill.  He has, after all, had years to think of the best way to refit his ship for combat.  And he has successfully pulled off our first real victory.”


  The First Space Lord looked unconvinced.  “But he could backslide at any moment ...”


  “I have seen nothing to indicate that he will,” James said, sharply.  It crossed his mind, a second too late, that he had interrupted the senior uniformed officer in the entire navy, but he forced the thought to one side.  “My ambitions aside, there is no good reason to relieve him of command.”


  He wondered, absently, just what the First Space Lord had in mind.  There were ways to put someone on the beach while seemingly rewarding them.  It was why, he suspected, there were so many Admirals in the Royal Navy.  Not all of them were assigned to fleet or squadron commands – or naval bases.  Smith’s promotion to Admiral would be greeted with raptures by the media, who wouldn't recognise that he was being promoted into obscurity.


  Or maybe they would, he thought.  By now, they expect Captain Smith to take command of the next unified defence force.


  “I expect you to keep a close eye on him,” the First Space Lord said.  “How does he work with the crew?”


  “Fatherly, rather than dictatorial,” James said.  He'd served under a CO who’d been a tyrant, although he’d had the advantage of not caring about James’s family.  James had actually found that somewhat refreshing.  “He’s friendly and caring ... it helps, it think, that most of his senior crew served together on Ark Royal while she was in the reserves.  They’ve had plenty of time to build up a relationship.”


  The First Space Lord leaned forward.  “No improper relationships?”


  James scowled.  If the Captain had any relationships – or relations – away from Ark Royal, James had never seen anything of them.  But then, the Captain hadn't taken any leave for years, according to his file.  Had he simply become an introverted hermit on Ark Royal?  Or had he formed a relationship with one of the supply crewwomen?  Or crewmen?


  “Not to the best of my knowledge,” he said.  He braced himself, then pushed forward.  “Permission to speak freely, sir?”


  “Granted,” the First Space Lord said.


  “I rather thought we were,” Uncle Winchester said.


  James ignored him.  “Sir, with all due respect, this whole conversation is dreadfully improper,” he said.  “I should not be asked to ... pass judgement on my commanding officer, certainly not outside a formal Board of Inquiry.  In any case, while I admit I had concerns about the Captain’s drinking, I have seen no evidence that he has returned to his old habits in the seven weeks I have served under his command.


  “Furthermore, he is perhaps the most experienced officer we could hope to have with the older weapons that won us a victory,” he continued.  “Most newer officers, including myself, were trained to serve on modern carriers, not solid masses of metal like Ark Royal.  But those carriers are nothing more than targets for the alien starfighters.  We need him, sir.  We shouldn't be planning to stick a knife in his back.”


  The First Space Lord’s expression darkened for a long moment.  James wondered if he'd gone too far, then reminded himself that at least he still had his pride.  And besides, Uncle Winchester would defend him, if necessary.  He still recalled the older man ticking off his aunt for assuming that James and his brothers had ruined her prize flowerbed.


  “I concede your point,” the First Space Lord said, finally.  “However, there are ... issues with Captain Smith.  I shall be expecting you to watch him closely and take whatever action seems appropriate if the Captain slides back into drunkenness.”


  He stood and marched out of the room.  James watched him go, then turned to look at his uncle.  “Farnham always was too political,” Uncle Winchester muttered.  “But at such high attitude, politics and war are always intermingled.  He’s better than most at running interference between politicians and naval officers.”


  “Yes, uncle,” James agreed.


  Uncle Winchester stood.  “Go back to the party, keep an eye on your junior officers and try to have fun,” he advised.  “Or go find a debutante and have some fun with her.  You’ll be back in space soon enough.”


  James nodded.  The schedule had insisted that Ark Royal’s crewmen return to her immediately after the party.  He didn't really blame the organisers, not when the media were already laying siege to the building.  One careless word in the wrong pair of ears could trigger a political earthquake.


  “Thank you, uncle,” he said, sourly.  He couldn't escape the feeling of being used – without even being given a reward for his service.  “And ... can I avoid this from happening again?”


  Uncle Winchester reached out and grabbed James’s shoulder.  “The family gives you an advantage over your less ... wellborn comrades,” he said.  “You have automatic entrance to places like Sandhurst or the Luna Academy, if you wish to take advantage of it.  But the price comes in upholding the system of government ... and serving as part of backchannel discussions, if necessary.  And if you fail the family, or refuse to pay your dues, the results will be unpleasant.”


  James nodded.  Automatic entrance was one thing, automatic graduation was quite another.  There was no way he would be allowed to pass through the Academy without actually being qualified, something that Uncle Winchester – among others – had hammered into his head while he was still packing his first regulation suitcase.  It hadn't really dawned on him that there was another price for access to the Old Boys Network.  But the network had always been good at entangling people before it demanded payment.  Hell, one didn't even have to be an aristocrat to engage in a little mutual back-scratching.


  He returned to the party and noted, to his relief, that nothing seemed to have gone spectacularly wrong.  Most of the drinks were being claimed by senior officers, he couldn't help noticing; the Captain, thankfully, had restricted himself to juice and water.  Absently, James wondered if he should tell the Captain what had happened, before deciding that it would be a bad idea.  No one would trust him if he did.  All he could do was watch his Captain’s back ...


  ... And pray to God that his faith in his CO was not misplaced.
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  “I’VE TOLD EVERYONE at school that you’re a pilot and they’re dead excited.  How many BEMs did you kill?”


  Kurt smiled at his son’s enthusiasm.  Percy had never quite believed that his father – his staid harassed investment banker father – was also a starfighter pilot, not until Kurt had been featured on the local news.  Kurt was privately rather annoyed by how easily the media had gotten access to his files – they’d even dug up a set of photos taken when he’d first served on a carrier – but it had definitely improved his relationship with his son.


  “I killed seven enemy starfighters,” he said, shortly.  “Thirteen more and I will make ace.”


  “That’s great,” Percy said, grinning from ear to ear.  “I ...”


  He was pushed out of the screen by Penny, who looked sulky.  “Madam Cowpat is still being a pain,” she said.  “Why do I have to put up with her again?”


  Kurt sighed.  “Just put up with her,” he ordered.  Not that he could really blame Penny for disliking her teacher.  It was clear that Madam Capet was far from ideal as a French teacher, but for some reason the school couldn't sack her or even convince her to shape up.  “You’ll move onto the next teacher soon.”


  “The only French words I know are rude ones,” Penny continued.  “You should demand your money back.”


  “What you get out of school depends on what you put into it,” Kurt said.  Had he been so blatantly disrespectful to his teachers as a child?  Probably.  “And if Madam Capet is so completely unsuitable, we can arrange some private tutoring during the summer holidays.”


  Penny’s face fell.  She’d been talking about joining her friends on a visit to the moon ... although Kurt had privately resolved to forbid it even before the war had started restricting civilian spaceflight.  No teenage girl wanted to spend her summer holidays with a private tutor ... hell, Kurt wasn't even sure if he could afford a private tutor.  His boss wasn't legally allowed to fire him for being recalled to active service, but Kurt suspected that it was only a matter of time before the penny-pinching bastard started reducing Kurt’s salary.  But if Penny needed it ...


  “You two nip off downstairs,” Molly ordered, her face appearing in the screen.  She sat down in front of the monitor as the two teenagers left the room, closing the door behind them.  “When are you coming home?”


  Kurt blinked at her tone.  “I don’t know,” he confessed.  “The war has only just begun.”


  “I’m being driven crazy by these two,” Molly said, ignoring him.  “Penny is fighting with one of her friends, while Percy is talking about joining the Royal Navy.  I expect you to put that out of his mind.”


  “Why?”  Kurt asked.  “He won’t be able to sign up for another two years, at the very earliest ...”


  “I won’t have my son risking his life,” Molly snapped, interrupting him.  “He will not be allowed to throw his life away.”


  Kurt felt his head start to pound.  “Your husband is already risking his life,” he remarked, sharply.  “What about me?”


  “If it were up to me,” Molly said, “you wouldn't have gone at all.”


  She sighed, rubbing her own forehead.  “Suzie’s father is one of those damned peaceniks,” she added.  “She gave Penny a very hard time and now the girls aren’t talking to one another.”


  It took Kurt a moment to place the name.  One of Penny’s friends, a young girl on the verge of womanhood, so much so that he felt like a dirty old man whenever he looked at her.  She hadn't struck him as particularly malicious, although teenagers could often be very unpleasant to one another one moment and then make up the next.  If her father was indeed a peacenik ...


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said.  “Tell Penny to ignore the silly girl.”


  Molly gave him a sardonic look.  “And were you so easily able to ignore taunts when you were a child?”


  Kurt scowled, recognising her point.


  “They’re just driving me mad,” Molly added.  “I almost slapped Penny this morning, after she started to throw a tantrum.  Please ... when are you coming home?”


  “I don't know,” Kurt admitted.  “I ...”


  “You’re a goddamned hero,” Molly snapped.  “Can't they gave you a few days of leave?”


  “All leaves have been cancelled,” Kurt reminded her.  “We aren't allowed to leave our posts ...”


  “And yet they let you down to London,” Molly thundered.  “How many girls did you eye there?”


  Kurt gritted his teeth.  “Molly ...”


  A window flashed up on the display, warning him that his session was about to expire.  “Molly, I will be back as soon as I can,” he promised.  “But I don't get to choose my timing ...”


  The session expired.  He swore out loud as the screen went blank, then stood up and left the privacy cubicle.  He’d have to write out an email or record a v-mail ... and then hope that she was in a forgiving mood.  Molly bore grudges for eternity, digging them up at the worst possible moment and rubbing them in his face.  The last thing he wanted was her screaming at the children because of him, not when the family was already under so much stress.  It was one of the reasons most junior naval personnel were not advised to marry.  A military family could be torn apart by constant separations and not having any real control over their own lives.


  “You don’t look well, sir,” Rose said, as he entered their quarters.  “Bad news from home?”


  Kurt sighed.  “What do you say to a teenage girl who keeps picking fights with her teacher and who fell out with her best friend, purely because her father is a starfighter pilot?”


  “My father would probably have yelled at me for an hour,” Rose said, after a moment.  “But I had to work desperately just to meet the requirements to enter the Academy.  What’s her problem with the teacher?”


  “She isn't very good,” Kurt sighed.  “Once, she was proctoring an exam and she changed the examination papers, midway through the session.”


  Rose blinked.  “Is that even permissible?”


  “She seems to have gotten away with it,” Kurt observed.  “I think she was the one who wrote the exam too.”


  “I see,” Rose said.  “It strikes me that you could file a formal complaint ...”


  “It was a little hard to do it when Penny got in so much trouble,” Kurt admitted.  It had smacked of blaming the victim.  Kurt’s father had been a firm believer in not trying to hide behind excuses, no matter how accurate they were.  “But I suppose you’re right.”


  “Tell your daughter to concentrate on her book studies if the teacher is such a bitch,” Rose added.  “And then promise her a reward if she passes and a punishment if she fails.”


  “It's hard to punish her these days,” Kurt confessed.  “I’m here, Molly spends half of her time at work ... the kids have just too much leeway to get into trouble.”


  “They do get better,” Rose assured him.  She stood and headed towards the hatch.  “Good luck, sir.”


  Kurt scowled after her, then picked up his terminal and started to write, feeling the age-old frustration bubbling up within him.  Molly was a wonderful person, really she was, but when she got the bit between her teeth she was almost intolerable.  The kids could drive her to the edge of a screaming fit – and, when it wasn't the kids, it was everything from money to how much time she could spend with her husband.  He couldn't even remember the last time they’d had sex.


  He finished writing the message, then scrolled through the message log.  As always, a handful of messages had arrived in the buffer while the carrier was on deployment, held at Earth until they returned home.  Half of them were untraceable spam – spammers could be fined a pound for every unwanted message, but the bastards were very good at remaining untraced – but the remainder were various messages from the press and other organisations.  Some of them wanted interviews, some of them wanted permission to interview his children for background news – he wrote back categorically denying permission – and a couple invited him and his pilots to Sin City.


  They’d love it, he thought.  Even now, 200 years after settlement, the moon was still a patchwork quilt of tiny settlements, with no overall authority.  Sin City prided itself on allowing anything, as long as the money was there, from whores to gambling and illicit VR simulations.  Rumour had it that travellers could get anything there, as long as they had the money.  And discretion was part of the package.


  It was tempting, he had to admit, if he could convince the XO to let them go.  The pilots needed some reward for their efforts, something more than the respect of their formally sneering peers and mentions in dispatches.  But at the same time ... he had no interest in gambling or semi-legal VR games.  If he went, he'd want to see a whore ...


  ... And that would be betraying Molly.


  Part of his mind insisted that wouldn't be a bad thing.  Their relationship had changed; they were no longer the horny teenagers who’d fallen into bed together.  Molly was too tired for sex most of the time and, in all honesty, investment banking had killed Kurt’s fire too.  It wouldn't hurt her if he went to Sin City for a few hours of pleasure with a whore.  The rest of his mind insisted that it would be disastrous.  Molly hadn't given him permission to sleep with anyone else; she'd be heartbroken – or at least very angry – if he cheated on her.


  “Damn it,” he muttered out loud.  Starfighter pilots chased women like there was no tomorrow ... because, quite often, there was at least the prospect of there being no tomorrow.  Now, after the aliens had sliced apart the defences of New Russia, it was quite likely that the rest of the starfighter pilots would die too, along with the other officers and men.  He’d been horny as hell when he’d been an active duty pilot ... and now he was such a pilot again.  “What the hell do I do?”


  He found himself unsure of what to say.  He didn't have to go to Sin City; it would be simple enough to arrange the trip, if there were pilots who would want to go.  Besides, there was a war on.  It was quite likely that permission would be refused.  He could claim that he’d asked the XO and been turned down.


  And what, he asked himself, is the difference between that and your reluctance to suggest to the headteacher that Madam Capet be held to account?


  Angrily, he reread the message.  There was no official flight from the Royal Navy’s yards to Sin City, not when the Luna settlement had such a bad reputation.  But there were plenty of ways to reach the settlement from Armstrong City or Baxter Base.  They could go ...


  Irked, he forwarded the message to the XO – let him handle it – then started to write out a new message to Penny.  Maybe he could talk some sense into her.  Or maybe she would just do whatever the hell she felt like, anyway.  At her age, listening to authority was an overrated pastime.  But one day, he feared, she would go too far.  For all the money parents like him invested in private school, there were still some pupils who ended up in prison before they were even old enough to legally drink.


  And then he started to write another letter to Percy.


  #
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  “I SUGGEST WE INSERT a handful of additional rail guns here and here,” Anderson said, tapping the paper schematics.  James wasn't sure why the ancient engineer insisted on using paper, rather than holograms, but it certainly added novelty to the experience.  “We lost the guns here fairly quickly, which could have been disastrous.  It certainly will be next time.”


  James nodded.  He’d reviewed the recordings of the battle during the long trudge back to Earth and one thing had become immediately clear.  They’d surprised the aliens, surprised them badly.  But that wouldn't last.  The aliens would realise their own weaknesses, then adapt, react and overcome, just like humanity.  By then, humanity had to be ready to close the gap.


  The aliens might not be able to break Ark Royal’s armour – although the destruction of one of the frigates suggested that only applied to starfighter weapons – but they could certainly sweep her weapons and sensors off the hull.  If that happened, the carrier would be blind as well as defenceless, waiting helplessly for the alien capital ships to come into range and open fire.  So far, there was no proof that the aliens had any form of projectile weapon – either ballistic or powered – but that would certainly change.  Humanity definitely had to take the lead.


  “I won’t disagree with you,” he said.  He looked down at the paper sheets, puzzling them out.  “Can we operate the rail-guns there, though?”


  “We’d have to run a few extra power lines,” Anderson said.  “It would be simple enough to link them into the turrets we already have, but if we lost them ... well, we’d lose the entire subsection.  It will only take a few days if we have help from naval crewmen here.”


  “That won’t be a problem,” James said.  After the battle, Ark Royal had been granted absolute priority over every other starship in the system.  Indeed, they’d even been able to convince the other powers to make contributions of older spare parts for the ship.  “Can you do it without putting us out of action?”


  “Easily,” Anderson assured him.  “We will be able to spring back into battle within seconds.”


  James allowed himself a moment of relief.  No one really knew how the aliens would react to the bloody nose they’d received, but it was quite possible that they would launch an all-out attack on Earth.  Careful analysis of the ship’s sensor records had revealed that the aliens could probably access at least a dozen new tramlines that would lead them directly to Sol.  Three of them, in addition to the unnamed star system, were so completely isolated that there would be no warning before the aliens advanced on Earth.


  Beats them being free of the tramlines, I suppose, he thought.  If they were, we would be screwed.


  “Make it so, then,” James ordered.  The Chief Engineer rolled up his papers, then headed towards the hatch.  “Send in Midshipwoman Lopez on your way out.”


  The hatch opened and the Chief Engineer stepped through.  Moments later, Midshipwoman Lopez entered and closed the door behind her.  She looked tired, James noted, which wasn't too surprising.  When she wasn't tending to her duties, she was helping the senior officers with their paperwork and refusing requests for interviews from the media.


  “Sir,” she said.  James hadn't told her why he’d asked her to report to his cabin, something that was rarely good news.  “What can I do for you?”


  “I want you to understand something first,” James said, silently damning himself.  He had no right to keep an eye on his commanding officer, let alone involve a young and defenceless officer in his activities.  “If what I am about to say makes you feel uncomfortable in any way, you are free to leave and forget about it, as long as you keep your mouth shut.”


  The young woman’s eyes narrowed.  James winced, inwardly.  Clearly, she suspected that her superior was about to make an indecent proposal.  Which was true enough, James had to admit, even if it wasn't quite the proposal she thought was coming.


  “The Captain, as you know, used to have a problem with drinking,” he said.  “Do you think he still has a problem?”


  Midshipwoman Lopez looked thoroughly uncomfortable.  “I believe,” she said, after a moment, “that he has largely stopped drinking.  However, I do not monitor his alcoholic intake.”


  “No, you wouldn't,” James nodded.  He did his best to avoid sounding threatening or disapproving.  “I need you to let me know if you have good reason to believe that this has changed.”


  There was a long pause.  “Sir,” she said, “you seem to be expecting me to spy on the Captain.”


  James didn't bother to try to deny it.  That was precisely what he was asking.  But it opened up a whole new can of worms.  Captains had a right to privacy – they were the only officers onboard ship with a reasonable expectation of privacy – and he was asking a young officer to betray that.  It would destroy her career far more thoroughly than anything the Captain could do to him.


  “The Captain is under a great deal of stress,” he said, instead.  “That will only get worse as the media frenzy grows stronger – and it will.  I need to know if the Captain returns to his old habits.  If you tell me, it won't go any further.  And I'm sorry.”


  “If I see such evidence, I will let you know,” Midshipwoman Lopez said, clearly biting off several words that would probably have earned her instant demotion.  Not that James could really blame her for anything she called him, at least in the privacy of her own head.  Her tart voice was almost painful.  “May I leave?”


  In a way, James realised, she’d lost her virginity.  Everyone liked to think of the navy as a band of brothers ... and it was, to some extent.  But there was also treachery, backstabbing and a certain amount of one-upmanship.  Perhaps the war would change that, James hoped, or perhaps it would just make it worse.


  He shook his head.  All he could do was monitor the Captain and hope that nothing showed up that would force him to take action.


  “You may,” he said.  “And thank you.”


  “Really?”  She asked, as she turned and headed towards the hatch.  “For what?”
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  TED COULDN'T HELP FEELING a little amusement at how the officers on Nelson Base reacted when he and Fitzwilliam walked through the hatch.  Once, they would have either ignored him or snickered at him behind his back.  What could they say to a drunkard who had somehow lucked into keeping his command, even if his command was only a starship the Royal Navy used as a dumping ground for its problem children?  But now, after his victory, they fell over themselves to shake his hand.  Even the Marines seemed impressed.


  He rolled his eyes as the First Space Lord’s latest assistant showed him into a small compartment, where the First Space Lord and a couple of junior officers were waiting for him.  One of them was wearing the unmarked uniform favoured by the Intelligence Corps, the other was wearing the too-neat uniform of a PR officer.  Ted sighed, inwardly; he’d hoped to avoid Public Relations as much as possible.  It might be important to keep civilian morale up, but he hated giving interviews even to friendly reporters.


  “Please, be seated,” the First Space Lord said.  This time, it was clear, they wouldn't be visiting the main briefing compartment.  “We have a great deal to discuss.”


  Ted kept his face expressionless as he sat down and rested his hands in his lap.  A private discussion meant another deployment, he hoped; he couldn't help feeling that the alternatives were worse.  Perhaps they wanted him to go on a speaking tour, reassuring the public that all was well with the war.  But, even after he’d stopped drinking, he was hardly as photogenic as the actor who’d played Dan Dare in the 2123 remake of the classic space opera.  And no one would be reassured if they saw his service record.


  The First Space Lord nodded to the Intelligence Corps officer.  “Commander Steenblik?”


  Steenblik nodded, then tapped a switch, activating the holographic processor.  Ted studied him with some interest.  Like most Intelligence Corps officers, there was a blandness about him that would have left him almost unnoticed, at least when compared to line officers.  And yet he knew better than to underestimate the sandy-haired young man.  The Intelligence Corps recruited only the smartest of officers, men and women willing to work behind the scenes to ensure that the Royal Navy got the intelligence it needed, when it needed it.  They’d failed to predict the arrival of the aliens, admittedly, but no one else had done any better.


  Unless the conspiracy theories are actually true, Ted thought, as he looked up at the display.  If someone did know, that might explain our military build-up ...


  “The face of the enemy,” Commander Steenblik said, as an alien face appeared in front of them.  “This is the most intact body we have, although it is quite badly damaged in several places.  By comparing this body with the others, we have been able to put together a comprehensive picture of what the aliens actually look like.  However, we still have plenty of unanswered questions about their biology, let alone their society.”


  He smiled, rather humourlessly.  “Despite being humanoid, they are completely unrelated to humanity,” he continued.  “Although we believe that they and we can share the same worlds, the food we found in their stomachs – they have two separate stomachs – would be poisonous to us.  We don’t think they can eat our foodstuffs.  Their diseases will probably not affect us and vice-versa.”


  “So no hope of any human-alien hybrids to end the war,” Fitzwilliam said, dryly.  He nodded towards the holographic alien.  “What sex is it?”


  “Male, we think,” Steenblik said.  “We’ve identified organs that seem to serve the role of testes, but the penis seems to be completely retractable ... in truth, it will be several months before we can say anything with confidence.  All the remaining bodies seem to share the same sexual characteristics, so we are assuming that they’re all male.  However, I must caution you that we could be completely wrong.  We have very little experience with alien biology.”


  “Assuming you're right,” Ted said, “what does this say about them?”


  “Nothing for certain,” Steenblik warned.  “They may be as sexually restrictive as some of our darker societies or we may simply have failed to recover any female bodies.  Statistically, two-thirds of the Royal Navy is composed of men, while certain units are male-only – the Marines, for example.  We simply don't know enough to be able to say anything about their society from what little we pulled from the bodies.


  “One thing we are fairly sure about is that they need water more than we do,” he continued, rotating the image so they could see the leathery skin.  “This might explain the high concentration of water droplets in the wreckage; the aliens need a moist atmosphere to survive.  Their eyesight may be better than ours, their bodies slightly weaker ... although, again, we have no way to be sure.  The alien bodies we recovered may well be atypical.”


  Ted nodded, studying the alien.  It was ugly as sin, he decided, although the aliens probably felt the same way about humanity.  Was that the cause of the war?  Had the aliens looked at humanity and decided that they were too ugly to live?  Or maybe just that humans were inherently inferior and needed to be knocked down and out before they posed a threat to the alien civilisation?


  Or maybe they’re just nasty bastards, he thought.  But there was no way to know.


  Fitzwilliam coughed.  “Can they speak to us?”


  “I think they would have real problems speaking English understandably, given the shape of their mouths,” Steenblik admitted.  “But they would probably have no difficulty constructing a voder that would allow them to speak to us.  We’re currently working on producing something similar, although – as we have no samples of the alien language – it’s all mainly guesswork.”


  “There was an attempt to use the First Contact package at New Russia,” the First Space Lord said.  “The aliens didn't respond.”


  Ted frowned.  The First Contact package had been dreamed up in the days when humanity expected to discover a new intelligent race at every new star.  It was, in theory, simple to understand, at least for a race that understood enough scientific laws to make it into space.  By law, every starship carried a copy, just in case they encountered an alien starship, but it had never really been tested.  No one knew just how well it would work when aliens were encountered for the first time.


  Not well, he decided.  For all he knew, the aliens had interpreted the package as a challenge to do battle.  Or maybe they just couldn't understand what they were hearing.


  “We have also learned a great deal about alien technology from the battle,” Steenblik said, tapping a switch.  The image of the alien vanished.  “Their stealth systems, as we believed, are incredibly power-intensive, to the point that the aliens seem unable to use them and fire at the same time.  They may also be unable to switch them on and off at will, which is fortunate.  If they could, we would be in real trouble.”


  Ted snorted.  “You mean we’re not now?”


  “Worse trouble, then,” Steenblik amended.  “It’s possible – although we don’t know for sure – that their stealth systems actually impede their sensors and drives.  We’ve been looking closely at the records of the battle and it’s clear that the aliens were slightly out of place when they dropped their stealth and attacked.  They may well be unable to see where they’re going while under stealth.  We also picked up faint hints that their drives are detectable at very close range; we’re currently programming drones to provide targeting, allowing the alien fighters to be wiped out before they can drop their stealth systems and attack.”


  “That would be useful,” Ted agreed.  He leaned forward.  “Is there anything unusual about the alien hulls?”


  “Their composites are not much different from our own,” Steenblik admitted.  “There are some unusual points – the aliens seem to have turned their outer hulls into giant superconductors – but that would be well within our capabilities, if we had the need to duplicate it.  We’re not sure why ...”


  “I bet I know,” Fitzwilliam said.  “It’s part of their point defence system.”


  Ted grimaced, remembering watching as his starfighters were blown out of space, their missiles picked off before they could reach their targets.  Casualties had been high, even though the human starfighter pilots had been ready for the aliens this time.  The only consolation was that there was no shortage of replacements.  Ark Royal had moved from a dumping ground to a prime opportunity for glory and promotion.  Assuming, of course, that the newcomers survived the war.


  “That’s one theory,” Steenblik agreed.  “However, we don't know for sure.  Another possibility is that it’s related to their FTL drive; so far, we don’t even have a theory for how they’re able to use tramlines we cannot even begin to access.”


  He shrugged.  “A full report has been uploaded to the secure datanet ...”


  “And shared with our allies,” the First Space Lord said.  “It was decided at the very highest levels” – he nodded towards a picture of the Prime Minister – “that our intelligence was best shared with the remainder of humanity.”


  Ted lifted his eyebrows, surprised.  He didn't disagree with the logic – like it or not, the whole human race had to remain united – but he was impressed that the decision had been taken so quickly.  But then, there wasn't anything in their findings that would allow the Americans or the Chinese to reverse-engineer any alien tech ahead of Britain.  The hell of it was that the human race needed someone to do just that.


  The First Space Lord pressed his fingertips together as he sat back in his chair.  Ted sucked in a breath, knowing that this was it.  His superior was about to explain precisely why they’d been called to Nelson Base.


  “So far, the aliens have made no further attempt at outflanking the defences,” the First Space Lord said.  “They certainly have not attempted to attack Earth.  However, we fear that this is just a matter of time.  Ark Royal might be tricky to duplicate within a year, but we can improve our defences, start producing vast numbers of mass drivers and take other steps to make Earth less vulnerable.  And we got very lucky when Ark Royal was in place to intercept the aliens.”


  Ted couldn't disagree.  The First Space Lord had gambled and won, but the aliens would be more careful next time.  And they would probably start working on their own countermeasures against Ark Royal and her non-existent sisters.  Even if they couldn't build nukes for themselves, which he strongly doubted, they could certainly recover them from New Russia.  Unless the Russians had managed to fire off all their weapons before the aliens landed ...


  The First Space Lord took control of the display.  “There was a great deal of arguing about the best way to proceed,” he continued.  “However, the upshot of it was that Ark Royal was best employed in raiding New Russia, along with a couple of dozen older ships from minor powers.  If there is a chance to strike some blows against the aliens, we should take them.”


  Ted wondered, absently, just what deals had been struck to convince the Royal Navy to take the risk.  The aliens had to know which tramlines the human race would need to use to reach New Russia, which meant that those systems would probably be heavily defended.  There had been some political disputes between Britain and Russia over the years.  Perhaps the Russians on Earth had offered to settle those in Britain’s favour in exchange for the raid.  Or perhaps the Admiralty had reasoned that knocking the aliens back on their heels would help win time to prepare Earth’s defences.


  “I would be delighted if you kicked the aliens off New Russia completely,” the First Space Lord continued, “but I doubt it would be possible.  Instead, your orders are to give the aliens a nasty surprise and then attempt to make contact with any surviving humans on New Russia.  The Russians have provided a contact team, which will actually land on the planet’s surface – if it seems possible.  They’ve agreed that the final decision will be up to you.”


  “Brave of them,” Fitzwilliam said.


  Ted couldn't disagree.  The aliens might well have exterminated most of the planet’s population from orbit ... or simply taken control of the high orbitals and ignored the human population.  But flying a shuttle through the alien positions would be tricky, almost suicidal.  It was possible, he supposed, that the aliens could be decoyed away, but after the aliens had been fooled by the sensor decoys he’d deployed they’d be more careful about what they believed to be real.


  “Precisely how you reach New Russia and engage the enemy will be your choice, of course,” the First Space Lord said.  “However, we would like you to carry out the mission within the month.”


  “That would give us time to outflank any alien pickets,” Ted mused.  There were several tramlines that led through a series of useless or underdeveloped star systems, systems he suspected the aliens would probably ignore.  But it wouldn't take more than a single stroke of bad luck for the aliens to get a fix on their position and scramble to attack.  “As long as you didn't mind us taking the long road.”


  The First Space Lord smiled.  Traditionally, the Admiralty issued its orders and expected its subordinates to come up with their own operational plans.  It made sense, Ted knew; there was no way to micromanage military operations across interstellar distances.  The situation might change between a system CO sending a request for orders and receiving a response from the Admiralty, leaving the orders already out of date.  But given how badly shocked everyone had been by the war, it wasn't impossible for the Admiralty to start issuing orders that tried to cover every little detail.


  He was a CO himself, Ted remembered.  He knows better than to try to micromanage.


  “There is a catch,” the First Space Lord added.


  Ted scowled, inwardly.  There was always a catch.


  “You’ll be taking a handful of embedded reporters with you,” the First Space Lord said.  “I’m afraid it isn't negotiable.”


  “Reporters,” Ted repeated.


  “Reporters,” the First Space Lord confirmed.  “I will expect you to show them every courtesy.”


  Ted felt his scowl deepening.  The last time he’d had to deal with reporters had been before his assignment to Ark Royal, when he’d been a mere Lieutenant.  His CO at the time had told him that it was a perfect opportunity to broaden his mind and learn how to handle newcomers, something that Ted had clung to until he’d actually met the reporters.  After that, he’d been convinced he’d somehow offended his Captain and the assignment was actually a non-too-subtle punishment.


  “This is actually quite important,” the First Space Lord said.  “Have you been following the mood on Earth?”


  Ted shook his head.  The First Space Lord nodded to the PR officer, who stepped forward.


  “The public mood started out as wary, but confident,” the officer said.  His nametag read Abramczyk.  “After New Russia, it crashed right down and we had a whole series of riots led by people who thought that the entire world was about to come to an end.  Then you pulled off your victory and the public mood started climbing upwards again.”


  “Panicky civilians,” Fitzwilliam said.


  “The average civilian knows nothing about the realities of naval combat,” Abramczyk reminded him.  “They assume that the aliens can reach us in seconds and act on that assumption.  The decision to try to cover up some of the details of New Russia didn’t really help, as it was poorly done and the truth leaked out.  Having reporters on your ship may be a big step forwards towards rebuilding the public’s trust.”


  Ted didn't – quite – sneer.  “Sir,” he said, addressing the First Space Lord, “is that important?”


  The First Space Lord didn't seem annoyed by the question.  “Right now, the government is in a very weak position,” he said.  “A number of MPs are threatening to desert – or are facing the risk of having their seats challenged in recall elections.  If they lose their seats, we may face a reformed government that wants peace with the aliens, peace at any price.  And Britain isn't the only country having problems.  Both Russia and America may face political disasters in the next few months.”


  “The aliens timed their attacks well,” Ted observed.


  “Indeed they did,” the First Space Lord said.


  Fitzwilliam looked over at Commander Steenblik.  “Coincidence?”


  “We don’t know,” Steenblik admitted.  “It’s quite possible that they were watching us for years before finally starting the war.  There were all of those reports about unknown starships being detected on long-range sensors ...”


  The First Space Lord cleared his throat.  “You’ll take the reporters and like it,” he growled, addressing Ted.  “You’ll have them bound by the War Powers Act, even the foreigners, so you can put them in irons if they really make a nuisance of themselves.  But it is vitally important that we regain the public’s trust.”


  Ted sighed.  “Very well, sir,” he said.  He had a vision of the reporters walking through his ship, harassing his crew.  “I shall have them assigned quarters onboard Ark Royal.  However, I will not tolerate my crew being harassed.”


  “That is understandable,” the First Space Lord said.  “You will have the power to deal with them, if necessary.”


  Ted sighed, again.  The War Powers Act did give commanding officers considerable leeway to deal with reporters and other subhuman forms of life, but it was subject to review.  He could put a reporter in irons ... and, if the Admiralty found it politically embarrassing, they could renounce him after the war.


  “Understood, sir,” he said.  “We’ll do our very best.”
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  THE CAPTAIN, JAMES decided, as he waited in the shuttlebay, must have realised that James had been speaking to the First Space Lord behind the Captain’s back.  It was the only explanation, he felt, for why the Captain had given him the assignment for babysitting the reporters, even though there were more junior officers – including Lieutenant Abramczyk – who could have handled the task.  But then, he had to admit, he certainly deserved some kind of punishment for breaking the Captain’s trust.  Having to deal with reporters was definitely cruel and unusual punishment.


  He shifted uncomfortably inside his dress uniform as the shuttle settled slowly onto the deck, a dull clunk echoing round the shuttlebay as it landed.  The PR staffers always looked photogenic, something that had puzzled James until he’d realised that they were trying to impress reporters too ignorant or stupid to know that a clean uniform wasn't always the sign of a competent officer.  James had served under one commanding officer who had insisted that his senior officers always wear their dress uniforms, even though regulations only required them for special occasions.  He wondered what had happened to that CO as the shuttle’s hatch opened, revealing the reporters.


  They weren't a prepossessing bunch, he decided, as they stumbled out onto the deck.  A couple wore clothes that looked military, at least when seen from a distance, and several more wore khaki jackets that would have been better suited to embedding with the ground forces, rather than the Royal Navy.  The remainder wore a wide variety of civilian clothes, ranging from simple tracksuits to low-cut shirts and miniskirts that would be sure to draw attention from the ship’s crew.  A less professional bunch, James decided, would be hard to find.  Even the entertainers who made their way from starship to starship looked more professional.


  He stepped forward, pasting a smile on his face.  His family had taught him how to face the press, although none of their training had covered this exact scenario.  The downside of being born into the aristocracy, he’d been told time and time again, was that everything you did was considered newsworthy.  You could fart in bed, his grandfather had told him, and someone would consider it news.  And while one set of reporters would consider an aristocrat someone to admire, another set would consider him someone to tear down at all costs.  Being in the navy, he'd thought, would preserve him from their particular brand of savagery.  Clearly, he’d been wrong.


  “Welcome onboard Ark Royal,” he said, as he surveyed the reporters.  Several of them carried cameras and other forms of recording equipment; he’d have to make sure that none of it interfered with the ship’s systems.  “If you’ll come with me ...?”


  He led them through a maze of corridors and into a small briefing compartment.  Two junior crewmen had spent the day transferring all of the boxes of spare parts out of the compartment, just so he could brief the reporters.  He scowled inwardly at the waste of time it represented, even though he knew that neither he nor Captain Smith had been offered a choice.  The reporters had to be humoured, at least until they crossed the line so badly that no one could argue when the Captain threw them into the brig.


  “Please, be seated,” he said, wondering idly which of them would make the first complaint.  The overweight man pretending to be a naval officer or the blonde-haired girl who looked thinner than a plastic doll?  James had seen children with more meat on their bones than her.  “We have a great deal to get through and not much time.”


  The reporters should have been briefed on Nelson Base, but James had already privately resolved to run through everything again, anyway.  It wouldn't be the first time, Lieutenant Abramczyk had warned him, where a PR officer on a base had neglected to tell the reporters what they needed to hear, fearing that it would destroy his career.  James hadn't been surprised at all to hear it.  Reporters, in his experience, were rarely smart enough to realise that the military’s rules and regulations existed for a reason.


  “How many of you,” he asked, “have embedded on a military starship before?”


  A handful of hands – four in all – went up.  James sighed, inwardly.  At least they weren't all virgins.  It wasn't a reassuring thought.  Even modern carriers suffered their fair share of accidents when new crewmembers moved in ... and some of those accidents were lethal.  The reporters were even less prepared for Ark Royal than James himself.


  “Right,” he said.  “This is a military starship – and a very dangerous environment.  Cabins have been assigned to you; I strongly recommend that you remain in your cabins unless you have an escort.  If you choose to leave your cabins, bear in mind that there are some parts of the ship that are completely off-limits without prior permission and an escort.  Those locations are detailed in your briefing notes.”


  He paused.  “I understand that you will want interviews with crewmen,” he added.  “Such interviews will be arranged upon request.  I advise you not to interfere with crewmen as they go about their duties, or to attempt to force them to be interviewed.”


  “But you’ll have a chance to brief those you let speak to us,” one of the older reporters objected.  “We want unprepared interviews.”


  James tried not to roll his eyes.  If the reporter had suspected that every one of the prepared interviewees would toe the party line, he shouldn't have said it out loud.  Or was he laying the groundwork for attacking the navy if the interviews didn’t turn up anything he wanted?  Or was he simply an idiot?


  “None of them will be briefed ahead of time,” James said.  He shook his head, then pressed onwards.  “All of your reports will be viewed by the PR staff before they are transmitted home.  Certain pieces of information, outlined in your briefing notes, are not supposed to be included in public reports.  If you include them, you will be placed in the brig and left there until we return to Earth, whereupon you will be handed over to the police.”


  “The aliens can't intercept our news broadcasts,” another reporter objected.  “Those rules are designed to protect the government, not humanity.”


  “That’s as may be,” James said, feeling his head start to pound.  Perhaps the Captain had something he could drink to relieve his feelings.  He’d sooner face a mob of aliens stark naked than reporters.  No doubt he would be made to look really ugly when the reporters started releasing their reports.  “The point is that operational security cannot be violated without consequences.”


  He ran through the rest of the notes – a short primer on how to behave on the ship – and then led them to their cabins.  Originally, the cabins had been intended for an Admiral and his staff; they were the largest cabins on the ship.  Even three or four reporters to a compartment was better than the junior crewmen received, deep in the bowels of the ship.  But the complaining started almost at once.


  What exactly did they expect?  James asked himself.  A massive compartment for each of them, alone?  With a bath and a dressing room and ...


  He shook his head, then smiled at them, humourlessly.  “You can return to Earth if you like,” he said.  “The shuttle will still be in the bay for another hour or two.  If you don't like the quarters, you can return to Earth.  However, there is no guarantee of receiving another embedded post.”


  It was interesting, he decided, as the complaints faded away, just to see who was doing the complaining.  None of the prior embeds had complained, even slightly.  James made a mental note to glance at their files.  The newcomers were the ones who complained loudest at the prospect of sharing quarters.  James could understand a desire for privacy, but anyone who wanted privacy shouldn't bother to join the navy.  He'd seen his first crewmates naked more times than he cared to remember.


  “You are welcome to join the senior crew in the mess for dinner,” James lied, smoothly.  “If, of course, you do not wish to join the junior crew instead.”


  He smiled at their reactions.  Had they expected room service?  The Captain was the only person on the ship who was allowed to eat meals in his cabin – even Admirals had to eat in the wardroom with their staff.  But the reporters seemed to think they should be allowed to eat apart from the crew.


  His smile grew wider.  Just wait until they encountered naval food.


  #
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  TED LOOKED UP AT THE holographic display, silently cursing the First Space Lord under his breath.  Being granted an international rank – a honour held by only a handful of officers, only one other of them British – came with an additional salary, but it also came with new and unpleasant responsibilities.  The twenty-seven starships currently assembled around Ark Royal represented eight different navies, only three of them solid British allies.  The remainder were deeply suspicious of the combined defence command’s decision to assign them to the deep-space raiding mission.


  They had reason to be suspicious, Ted decided, as he surveyed the ships.  Most of them were younger than Ark Royal, but hadn't been updated as thoroughly as the massive carrier.  Their heavy armour would give them an advantage against alien starfighters – although probably not the giant plasma weapon the aliens had used in the previous battle – but their drives and weapons were heavily outdated.  Ark Royal was a lumbering brute of a ship, yet a handful of the smaller ships weren't even capable of keeping pace with her.  If it had been up to him, Ted knew, most of them would have been broken down into spare parts and replaced with more modern ships.


  The only real advantage, he knew, was the older weapons they carried.  Unlike the newer designs, they had the fittings for mass drivers and adding them onto their hulls hadn't taken more than a few days.  Ted hadn't been too surprised to discover that several governments had stockpiled mass drivers, despite the unspoken agreement against deploying them.  The older ships also carried additional missile racks, all of which might come in handy when they faced the aliens for the second time.  But they were still critically low in starfighters.


  Ted sighed, then looked down at the latest update from the Admiralty.  No one seemed disposed to cut loose a modern carrier, not even one of the freighters that had been hastily reconfigured into a makeshift starfighter platform.  Not that that was entirely unwelcome, he decided; the makeshift platforms had been constructed so rapidly, with so much improvising, that they could barely launch a single squadron of fighters and then only at a terrifyingly slow rate.  But with modern carriers suddenly very vulnerable, it was hard to blame the Admiralty – and its foreign counterparts – for clutching at straws.


  He needed a drink.  Desperately.


  The door chimed.  “Come.”


  Commander Fitzwilliam strode into the cabin, looking like a man in desperate need of a drink.  Ted knew precisely how he felt.  Passing the reporters over to Commander Fitzwilliam had been a mean trick, but Ted was damned if he was wasting any of his own time on the reporters.  Besides, he had to speak with his new subordinates, reassure them as much as possible that he had no intention of wasting their lives, then plan their deployment to New Russia.  The direct route, he’d already decided, was out.


  “The reporters are settled in their cabins,” Commander Fitzwilliam said, taking the chair Ted indicated.  “They're already grumbling about the arrangements.”


  Ted shrugged.  It was hard to care, not when most of his pre-Ark Royal career had been spent in shared cabins and wardrooms.


  “Some of them might have had prior relationships,” he said, after a moment.  “They can change their sleeping places, if they wish.”


  “They’re reporters,” James agreed.  There were stories about how reporters sometimes behaved while on deployment.  Most of them were probably nonsense, but Ted was old enough to know the more outrageous the story, the greater the chance there was a kernel of truth in it somewhere.  “If they want to have foursomes and tell themselves they’re being daring to have them on a military ship ...”


  Ted snorted.  “I’ve spoken to our new allies,” he said.  “We’re going to be going the long way around.”


  He tapped the control, bringing up the planned route.  It would take them by a couple of human settlements, but otherwise the star systems in question were largely useless.  No commercial pilot would sign off on such a course – it would burn up too much of their power cells – yet Ted didn't have to worry about that, not during wartime.  If they were lucky, it would allow them to evade enemy pickets until they actually reached New Russia.


  And if we’re not lucky, he told himself darkly, we could find ourselves in some real trouble.


  He looked up at the tramlines.  Human-accessible tramlines were marked in green, but prospective alien tramlines, marked in red, ran through them like an infestation.  Given a stroke of luck, the aliens could see them coming and set up an ambush ... or simply prepare the defences of New Russia.  So far, they hadn't shown much interest in other human worlds in the same direction, but that was probably because the worlds were effectively worthless from a military point of view.  Whatever they had in mind for humanity could wait until after the end of the war.


  “Understandable,” Commander Fitzwilliam agreed.  “But I wish we knew more about what was happening at New Russia itself.”


  Ted nodded.  So far, according to the Admiralty, the Russians had tried to slip a handful of ships into the system.  But none of them had reported back.  The aliens were clearly very good at locating intruders and picking them off before they could get back to the tramlines.


  “Me too,” he said.  “Me too.”
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  KURT STRODE INTO THE briefing room ... and stopped, in surprise, when he saw some of his pilots gathered around a blonde girl who looked too thin to be real.  One of the reporters, he realised, remembering that some of them had requested permission to attend the briefings.  Sighing, Kurt walked to the podium and whistled, loudly.  A little shamefaced, his pilots turned back to face him.


  “I see you’ve met our new friend,” he said, softly.  “However, I’m going to have to tell you to put her out of your minds.  We have a great deal to cover and not much time.”


  He scowled from face to face until he had their attention, then continued.  “First, a warm welcome to the newcomers, who have finally arrived.  Not their fault, I hasten to add, but we’re having to reorganise the squadrons while en route to our target and that’s going to be a pain in the butt.  The new squadron rosters are posted on the datanet; I've appointed brevet squadron leaders from the more experienced pilots to take command.”


  There was a long pause.  “Seniority alone was not counted,” he added.  None of the newcomers had any experience facing the alien starfighters.  “If any of you have a problem with it, go tell the XO you want to spend the rest of the cruise in the brig and save me some time.”


  He met Rose’s eyes briefly.  He’d spoken to her already, telling her that she would be one of the new squadron leaders.  Thankfully, she'd accepted the challenge without demur.  Ted wasn't sure if she was completely reliable, but she did have experience and she needed something to focus on, beside her desire for revenge.


  “We have updated simulations based on our previous encounter with the aliens,” Kurt continued, in a calmer tone.  “After this meeting, we will go straight into them and spend the next few hours practicing, practicing and practicing.  If there are problems, I would prefer to discover them in the simulator rather than actual flying.  We will continue simulations even when we’re on the way, apart from one squadron that will maintain a permanent CSP around the flotilla.  The aliens may surprise us at any moment.”


  The pilots didn't look happy at the reminder.  Kurt couldn't really blame them.  One squadron wasn't really enough to provide cover for the flotilla, even if the flotilla was armed with rail guns and improved sensor programs that should give the aliens a nasty shock.  Ideally, the other pilots would be able to rush from the simulators to their starfighters within minutes, but even their best timing wasn't ideal.  When they got closer to New Russia, they’d have to abandon the simulators and remain on combat launch alert.


  He made a show of glancing at his watch.  “We start simulating in five minutes,” he said, raising his voice.  “Anyone not there when I arrive will be buying the drinks.”


  The room emptied, rapidly.  Kurt allowed himself a smile as he saw the reporter’s bemusement.  The pilots might have allowed themselves to chat her up, but not when their wallets were on the line.  Kurt hadn't been joking when he’d told them that any latecomers would be buying the drinks, next time the pilots went on leave.  The costs could easily reach a few hundred pounds.


  “You can watch, if you like,” Kurt said, “but do not interrupt.”


  The reporter looked up at him.  Up close, she was so emaciated that Kurt seriously considered dragging her to the doctor and asking for a check-up.


  “I won’t interrupt,” she assured him.  “But can I ask for an interview later?”


  Kurt met her eyes.  There were tiny flecks of gold in them, hidden recording systems that would record everything she saw.  Kurt had seen similar systems used by investment bankers, although their systems were different.  He wondered, absently, just how the reporter found time to review everything she recorded.


  “Maybe,” he said.  “But it depends on my schedule.”
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  “ALL SHIPS HAVE REPORTED in, Captain,” Lieutenant Annie Davidson reported.  “They're ready to depart.”


  Ted nodded.  Ark Royal had been designed as a command ship, but her fleet command systems had been removed long ago.  Refitting the ship with a modern system had taken two days of hard work, which hadn't left much time for practicing operational manoeuvres.  They could still simulate operations, but it wasn't the same.


  “Then signal the Admiralty,” he ordered.  “Inform them that we are ready to depart.”


  A dull quiver ran through the ship as her drives powered up.  Ted allowed himself a tight smile, then checked the ship’s status display.  Everything seemed to be optimal, although he wasn't entirely confident about how well the newer systems had integrated with the older systems.


  “The Admiralty wishes us luck,” Annie said.  “They’ve cleared us to depart.”


  “Good,” Ted said.  He looked over at the helmsman.  “Take us out.”


  Ark Royal quivered again as she moved forward, advancing towards the tramline.  Ted watched the other starships fanning out around the carrier – unlike Ark Royal, they were nimble even if they did have other problems – and then looked back at the orbital display.  Earth was heavily defended – the various spacefaring powers had managed to rig up orbital platforms to launch starfighters, as well as modifying civilian mass drivers to serve as weapons – but it was impossible to tell just how long the defences would stand against a determined alien attack.  Besides, the aliens could do considerable damage by staying out of range of Earth’s defenders and attacking installations across the solar system.


  “Tramline in two hours, forty minutes,” Lieutenant Daniel Lightbridge reported.  “We’re clear of the Earth-Moon defence perimeter.”


  Ted nodded, settling back into his command chair.  He wouldn't relax at all, he knew, until they were on their way home.  Three weeks of travel to reach their destination ... a great deal could happen in three weeks.  What if the aliens managed to block their retreat?  Or ... New Russia wasn't the youngest full-fledged colony world in the human sphere, but the tramlines further away from New Russia and Vera Cruz had never been truly explored.  The alien homeworld might be lurking at the far end of one of those tramlines ...


  ... Or it might be much further away, Ted thought, grimly.  Their improved Puller Drive might give them far more range than we believe possible.


  He shook his head.  There was nothing in the detailed reports, half of which were nothing more than guesswork, that even gave a hint at the alien motives.  Some of the scientists believed that it was nothing more than an accident, others – more cynical – pointed out that humanity had developed plenty of bastards who’d started wars to increase their own power, spread their religion, steal natural resources or simply for fun.  But there was no way to know.  Humanity’s visions of aliens ranged between inhuman monsters to incredibly advanced creatures who would share the secrets of the universe.  Right now, it was looking like the former was actually correct.


  “Inform me when we enter the tramline,” he ordered.  “Until then, clear the CAG to commence his exercises.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lightbridge said.


  #
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  THERE HAD BEEN A DISPUTE between James and the reporters over the question of their right to step onto the bridge.  James had ruled – and the Captain had backed him up – that the bridge was closed to the reporters at all times, except by prior arrangement.  The reporters had contacted the Admiralty and whined, with the net result that the Admiralty insisted they should have access to the CIC when Ark Royal wasn't actually in combat or undergoing combat exercises.  James was already planning a series of exercises that would work the crew to death while keeping a careful eye on the reporters.  Thankfully, he had managed to insist that only four reporters could enter the compartment at a time.


  “It isn't very impressive,” one of the reporters – the inhumanly thin girl – muttered.  “I was expecting more.”


  James wanted to roll his eyes.  “This isn't a movie set,” he said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.  “Every one of these consoles is designed to be useful, not explode at the drop of a hat.”


  He tapped a switch, bringing up the display.  “As you can see, the flotilla is currently accompanying us ...”


  Somehow, he made it through the rest of the hour without losing his temper.  The handful of experienced reporters seemed to know what they were doing, even the reporter who had embedded with 16 Air Assault Brigade during the raid on Lovell Base on Mars, but the inexperienced reporters kept asking the same silly questions, over and over again.  And the unimpressive CIC didn't seem to help.  Absently, he wondered if the Royal Navy shouldn't produce a Potemkin starship for the reporters, with more attention paid to aesthetics rather than actual fighting power.  Maybe they could share the costs with the other spacefaring powers.  None of them enjoyed particularly respectful reporters.


  He was still in a grumpy mood when he walked down to his cabin for the first interview.  All of the reporters had wanted to interview him – and the Captain and everyone else on the ship – but he’d managed to insist on choosing his own interviewer.  He’d picked one of the experienced reporters, a man who’d actually been a carrier tech before retraining as a journalist.  His reports held a genuine flavour of someone who had actually been on a carrier as more than just a visitor, although there were hints that he thought he could do better.  At least, James considered, he had some reason for thinking so.  Most of the others would get themselves killed if they were allowed to roam the carrier unescorted.


  “Commander,” the reporter said.  Marcus Yang was tall, his face a mixture of Chinese and English features, but there was a reassuring competence in his attitude that James appreciated more than he cared to admit.  “Thank you for the interview.”


  James snorted as he sat down and waved the reporter to the other chair.  If it had been up to him, there would be no interviews at all ... particularly not with the reporters who'd gained their places on account of their looks, rather than general competence.  He reminded himself, sharply, that they might not be fools.  Good looks didn't always equal stupidity.  One of the female reporters might prefer to be underestimated by her prey.


  “You’re welcome,” he said.  It was a lie and he knew Yang knew it was a lie.  “But I’m afraid time is at a premium.”


  “I won't take too much of your time,” Yang said.  “How did you wind up on Ark Royal?”


  “The navy assigned me,” James said.  It was true enough, if certain details were excluded from consideration.  He’d worked hard to insert himself into the carrier’s chain of command, prior to discovering her true condition.  “I went willingly.”


  “So it would seem,” Yang mused.  He changed the subject with suspicious haste.  “What do you believe the aliens actually want?”


  “I believe that it would be a mistake to speculate without data,” James said, firmly.  He wasn't sure just how much data the reporters had access to, although he would have been surprised if none of the reports had leaked.  “We simply know nothing about their culture, their society or what they actually want from us.”


  Yang smiled.  “You don’t have a theory?”


  “No,” James said, not altogether truthfully.  He had his theories, but none of them had any real weight.  “Maybe they just think we’re ugly as sin.”


  Yang’s smile grew wider.  “What would you say to the suggestion that top brass in the various spacefaring nations knew that the aliens existed a long time before they actually revealed themselves?”


  James hesitated, remembering his private theories.  It was certainly odd to realise just how much time and effort – to say nothing of money – had been poured into the various space navies over the last century.  But if the Admiralty – and the politicians - had known about the aliens for so long, the secret would almost certainly have leaked.  Keeping it a secret would have required paying off or co-opting so many people that it would have made a significant dent in the navy’s budget.


  “I would say that it seems unlikely,” he said.  He made a mental note to record a message for Uncle Winchester.  None of the briefing notes had covered this eventuality.  If there was any truth to the suggestion at all, he wanted to know about it.  “The governments of this world are not good at keeping secrets.”


  Yang smiled, rather ruthlessly.  “That happens to be true,” he agreed.  “Do you happen to think the Captain is suitable for command?”


  James sat upright, sharply.  “What?”


  “Captain Smith was hitting the bottle pretty hard,” Yang observed.  “It’s right there on his service record.  No one made any attempt to hide it.  Do you think the Captain is suitable for command?”


  “Get out,” James ordered.  It was a poor reaction, as he admitted to himself a moment later, but he was damned if he was allowing this line of questioning to continue.  And to think he'd thought that Yang was one of the reasonable reporters!


  Yang rose to his feet, but didn't leave the room.  “Off the record,” he said.  “What do you think?”


  It had been bad enough, James knew, when the First Space Lord had been asking him to watch the Captain.  At least the First Space Lord was a superior officer, not a damned reporter.  How had Yang even gained access to the Captain’s service record?  Had it been allowed to slip into his hands deliberately?  If someone felt that Captain Smith was a poor Captain, they might have hoped the media would bring pressure to bear against him.


  But Captain Smith was a hero ...


  James shook his head.  If there was one lesson the aristocracy had learned and learned well, it was that the media could turn on their previous darling and savage him ruthlessly.


  “I think that Captain Smith has won the first and only victory against the aliens,” he snapped, finally.  “And I think you should bear that in mind.”


  He watched Yang leave his quarters, then reached for his terminal.  There was an hour to go before they crossed the tramline and started their cruise, more than long enough for him to contact Uncle Winchester and explain what had happened.  There would be no time for a reply, but it didn’t matter.  If Yang decided to express his doubts ... if he did have doubts.  It struck James that Yang hadn't really expressed any feelings of his own.


  Idiot, he thought, recalling other pieces of advice from the past.  When you tangle with the press, you never come out ahead in the long run.


  #
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  KURT WIPED SWEAT FROM his brow as he clambered out of his starfighter and half-walked, half-staggered towards the wardroom.  Behind him, he heard the sound of the launch bay crew moving the starfighter back into the launch tubes, replacing the power cells as they moved.  The sound faded away as he stepped through the airlock, then into the wardroom.  Luckily, the wardroom was one of the places barred to reporters by prior arrangement.


  He stripped off his flight suit and dropped it in the basket, then strode into the shower to wash away the sweat.  Water ran down, cleansing his body; he closed his eyes and allowed it to run over his face.  He heard the door opening again behind him, but ignored it.  Moments later, several other bodies joined him in the shower.


  Opening his eyes, he smiled to see that none of the younger pilots looked any better than he felt.  It had been a hard exercise, with everyone pushed to the limit.  Rose had designed it, partly to make it clear to her subordinates that she was more experienced than them, but Kurt suspected that he would have to have a few words with her about overdoing it.  A pair of experienced pilots had come alarmingly close to disaster.


  “Get some rest,” he advised, as he stepped out of the shower and towelled himself off.  “We will be going back to the simulators in the morning.”


  Walking back into the wardroom, he pulled on his shipsuit and headed towards the door.  It opened a moment before he reached it, revealing Rose and a handful of her new subordinates, chatting together with surprising enthusiasm.  The exercise must have comprehensively broken the ice, he decided.  It helped that she’d been a squadron flyer until her sudden promotion after the first battle.


  “I need a word with you after you’ve showered,” he said, catching Rose’s arm.  “Meet me in my office.”


  He let her go and walked past her, into the small office.  A quick check of the terminal revealed messages from both Percy and Penny, but nothing from Molly.  Feeling an odd spurt of confusion and alarm, he opened the first message from Percy and discovered, to his surprise, that Molly had hired an older girl to take care of the kids.  Percy seemed enthused about this development, which puzzled Kurt until he placed the caretaker’s name and remembered just how pretty she was.  Penny, on the other hand, complained long and loudly about having an older girl watching her at all times.  Apparently, the older girl had made the mistake of believing Molly’s instructions.  Kurt’s daughter had found herself going through her homework again and again until the babysitter – Penny seemed to believe that the older girl was her babysitter, which she found very insulting – was satisfied.


  Kurt gritted his teeth, then started to record a message.  It was hard to blame Molly for hiring help – and besides, it sounded as though the new girl was doing an excellent job.  Penny would just have to get used to being supervised, at least until she started working up to the standards Kurt expected.  Kurt finished his message by promising a reward, as Rose had suggested, then recorded a second one for Percy.  At least his son seemed happy with the situation.


  At least until it gets embarrassing, Kurt thought, remembering his own youth.  A girl more than three or four years older than he’d been would never have given him a second glance.  Percy would waste time trying to impress her, then either do something stupid or get over his crush.  Kurt briefly considered trying to warn him, before deciding that it was pointless.  His father had tried and Kurt hadn’t listened.  It was astonishing just how smart the old man had become in the years between Kurt reaching his teenage years and growing out of them.


  There was a tap on the door, which opened to reveal Rose.  She looked cleaner, Kurt was relieved to see, but she still looked pleased with herself.  Kurt waved her to a chair, then spun his own chair around to face her.  Rose sat down, looking past him to see the monitor.


  “Did you hear anything from your daughter?”


  “She’s complaining about the girl Molly has hired as a ... babysitter,” Kurt said, loading his voice with as much disdain as a teenage girl could cram into an otherwise innocuous word.  “I need to speak to you about the exercise.”


  Rose looked thoughtful.  “Pushed it a little far, did I?”


  “A little,” Kurt agreed, dryly.  “You do realise we have reporters on this ship, don’t you?”


  “I believe I might have noticed,” Rose said, equally dryly.  “One of them wanted me to pose on a starfighter in my underwear.”


  Kurt blinked at her.  “Why ...?”


  “I think he saw The Horniness of Khan once too many times,” Rose said.  “I told him he couldn't afford my rates.”


  Kurt rolled his eyes.  That movie had been giving starfighter pilots giggling fits for years, despite the basement production values.  Clearly, no one cared about the lack of special effects if the pilots were all attractive women, particularly women who went through everything from group sex to bondage and spanking.  He briefly considered demanding the reporter’s name, then decided it was pointless if Rose didn’t want to make an official complaint.


  “Glad to hear it,” he said, instead.  “I would prefer not to watch our pilots die in exercises in front of a group of lusty reporters.”


  “Understood,” Rose said.


  Kurt sighed.  He understood her need to prove herself, but it was a major headache when they were on their way to the war.  Maybe, now she'd done it, she could ease off.


  “They may start asking for interviews,” he added.  The XO had issued additional orders concerning the reporters.  “When they do, I expect you to refuse unless you have prior permission.”


  “He did ask me some questions,” Rose admitted.  Her face crinkled up into a droll smile that made her look pretty after all.  “Most of them were really fucking stupid.”


  “Why,” Kurt asked, “am I not surprised?”


  He glanced at his monitor, then smiled at her.  “Go get some sleep,” he ordered.  The timer showed seven minutes until their first jump away from Earth.  “Tomorrow, we will be starting more intensive simulations.  And I will expect your pilots to be on the ball.”


  Rose left, grinning.  Kurt watched her go, then turned back to his paperwork.  The bureaucrats, it seemed, didn't realise there was a war on.  Instead of making time for further exercises, they insisted he submit updated copies of his forms prior to departure.  At least they weren't nagging him for another will, thankfully.  He disliked the thought of writing out – again – what he wanted to happen to his estate if he died.  Molly would acquire most of it, while Penny and Percy would both get the remainder.  There was no one else he wanted to mention in his will.


  He hoped, desperately, that Molly would send him a message.  But, by the time they jumped out of the Sol System, no message had come.
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  THE DAYS STARTED TO blur together as Ark Royal made her elliptic journey towards New Russia. Ted ran endless drills, testing the new starships along with Ark Royal’s new crewmen, while keeping a wary eye out for trouble.  The handful of human colony worlds they passed signalled briefly, but received no reply.  Ted had strict orders to maintain radio silence, even if they weren't trying to hide completely.  Privately, he suspected that someone at the Admiralty was trying to have their cake and eat it too.  They wanted to reassure the defenceless worlds that there was still a human space navy, but avoid revealing any compromising details, just in case.


  Two weeks into the passage, he finally hosted a dinner for the reporters and a handful of senior officers.  None of the reporters seemed particularly impressed by the food, although the more experienced ones kept their complaints down to a minimum.  The Royal Navy certainly could have produced tastier food for its crewmen, but senior officers – it was commonly joked – preferred the standard rations in order to keep their crews hopping mad, ready to take it out on the enemy.  Ted knew there were some stored rations intended for Admirals; he’d briefly considered sharing them with the reporters before dismissing the idea and insisting they ate the standard fare.  Let them get a taste of the real naval experience.


  As always, most of their questions were either absurd or unanswerable.  Ted had no intention of discussing his non-existent love life with anyone, particularly reporters, and he had great difficulty in believing that anyone would be actually interested.  Nor did he have any real idea what awaited them at New Russia.  The aliens might have started to build the system up into a springboard for attacking Earth ... or they might have started to settle the world with their own colonists ... or they might simply have reduced the surface of the planet to radioactive ash.  Ted had no way of knowing and no intention of allowing himself to develop preconceptions that could easily blind him to the truth.


  “I'm surprised that you’re not serving wine,” one of the reporters observed.  “Or is this a dry ship?”


  “We’re going into combat,” Ted reminded him, keeping his expression blank.  Was that question a jab at him or was it a wild coincidence?  “I do not feel that drunken crewmen would help our chances.”


  He exchanged glances with Fitzwilliam, who scowled.  There was no way to know the motives behind the question.  It was quite possible, he admitted to himself, that the reporter wanted something alcoholic himself.  They had brought a bottle or two each, according to the crewmen who had helped them unpack, but hardly enough for them to even get a pleasant buzz after the first few days.  But Ted had no intention of serving anything alcoholic anywhere he was in command.  He didn’t need the temptation himself.


  “But we’re not crewmen,” another reporter objected.  “And there isn't much to do onboard ship.”


  Ted grinned, openly.  Nothing to do?  There was never any shortage of work to be done, even on a modern carrier.  There were exercises and drills, spare parts to be inventoried ... the crewmen could work from dawn till dusk and never get anywhere near finished.  And then there was the ever-present rounds of basic maintenance.  God alone knew what would happen if they skipped a few sections, but Ted had a very good idea.  It would come back to haunt them at the worst possible time.


  But he supposed that wasn't entirely true of the reporters.  Only a handful of crewmen would speak to them openly, while the senior officers had been carefully briefed on what they could and couldn't say.  The reporters were denied access to all of the interesting parts of the ship, leaving them wandering the corridors, chatting to crewmen in the mess or lurking in their cabins, accessing and viewing entertainment programs the Admiralty deemed appropriate for its crewmen.  It was a shame they couldn't be put to work, Ted knew, but he wouldn't have trusted them to replace even the simplest plug-and-play component.


  “That’s the nature of wartime,” he said, instead of pointing out that the crewmen had a great deal to do.  “Long days, weeks and even months of boredom, broken only by moments of terror.  When we reach New Russia, I assure you that you won’t be bored.”


  The reporters didn't seem too happy at the reminder.  They’d started out with the assumption that Ark Royal was effectively invincible, an assumption Fitzwilliam had dispelled when he’d shown them the damage inflicted by the aliens during the first battle.  The next time, Ted knew, the aliens would be ready for them.  Ark Royal was tough as nails, but a handful of nukes would crack her armour or – if they detonated inside her hull – vaporise her outright.


  “True, Captain,” Yang said.  “Will we be permitted to observe the battle from the bridge?”


  “Perhaps not,” Ted said.  “We have a secondary bridge that you can use as an observation point.”


  He had to smile at their puzzlement.  Ark Royal had been deliberately over-engineered, with almost every department provided with its own backup.  The secondary bridge had never been reactivated completely – the CIC provided a secondary nexus of control and if it were to be taken out the entire ship would be lost with it – but it would let the reporters feel important as they watched the holographic displays.  And it would keep them out of his and his XO’s hair.


  “It seems that you have too many bridges on this ship,” Yang observed.  “Did the designers overdo it?”


  Ted smirked.  “This isn't a civilian ship,” he reminded him.  As if the reporter could be in any doubt!  “We don't have time to wait for help if we run into trouble.”


  He looked up as Midshipwomen Lopez entered, pushing a trolley in front of her.  Two of the younger reporters actually helped to pile up the dirty plates for disposal, something that puzzled Ted – good manners were not something he associated with reporters – until he realised that they were trying to impress the young lady.  So far, there had been no actual trouble, but Fitzwilliam had quietly told him that several of the reporters had tried to lure crewmen and women into their bunks.  Ted had no objections, as long as it was a willing liaison, but some of the reporters he’d met didn't seem to know the meaning of the word no.


  The terrifyingly thin young reporter looked over at him, nervously.  “Are we going to run into trouble?”


  “We’re looking for it,” Yang said, before Ted could say a word.  They exchanged glances of mutual understanding.  Yang, whatever his faults, was an experienced embed.  If the other reporter had any qualifications for her position, Ted had no idea what they were.  “This isn't a pleasure cruise, you know.”


  The reporter’s face seemed to colour, very slightly.  Ted couldn't help wondering just how much work she’d had done on her body; her face was unnaturally pale as well as thin.  There were no shortage of humans who modified themselves to cope with the dictates of fashion or to live on marginally habitable worlds, but the reporter seemed to have taken it to an extreme.


  “I know,” she said, finally.  It was almost a whisper.  “I know.”


  Ted shrugged, inwardly.  He’d suffered through four years at the Academy, plenty of time to come to terms with his own mortality.  The Royal Navy’s highest losses – before the aliens had arrived – hadn't come from combat, but training exercises and simple shoddy maintenance.  Each student had been told, time and time again, that they couldn't afford to take their eyes off the ball, not even for a second.  Some of the horror stories had been exaggerated, but they’d still sunk in.  Death was always a constant threat for young crewmen.


  But the reporter had grown up in a safe world, where there had been no real danger.  She was lucky, Ted knew, but she was also ignorant.  Did she honestly believe, he asked himself, that her reporter ID would save her from alien missiles?  The aliens hadn't bothered to check ID cards before opening fire in previous battles.  They would hardly start now.  Or had she accepted the theoretical danger and only just realised that it was real?


  Midshipwomen Lopez departed, then returned with another trolley two minutes later.  This one held small bowls of rice pudding, flavoured with spices and fruits the galley staff had scrounged up during the celebrations on Earth.  Ted waited until each of the reporters had a bowl in front of them, then motioned for them to start eating.  This time, it tasted better than he recalled.  Clearly, having a famous starship making the requests helped ensure they got the very best of foods.


  Smiling to himself, he finished his bowl and then nodded to Farley, the junior crewman present.  Farley tapped his knife against his glass for attention, then stood.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said.  “I give you God, the King and the United Kingdom.”


  The reporters drank, some more enthusiastically than others.  Fruit juice was common on earth, but rare on interstellar starships.  Ted wondered, absently, just which of the reporters considered themselves neutral observers, then dismissed the thought.  In his experience, there was no such thing as a neutral reporter.  There were those who kidded themselves that they were being unbiased and those who were so prejudiced against the military that they swallowed the enemy’s story, hook, line and stinker.


  Good thing the aliens don’t seem to care about our reporters, he thought.  If they did, they could probably split the defensive alliance in half, just by telling us what we wanted to hear.


  He rose to his feet.  “Thank you for coming,” he said.  The toast marked the end of the formal dinner.  “As you will appreciate, my staff and I have work to do.  But you are welcome to remain here as long as you like.”


  Fitzwilliam followed him as he strode out of the private mess.  “Captain,” he said, once the airlock was closed.  “I didn't realise that they would be so awful as a group.”


  “They wanted to outnumber us,” Ted snapped.  He didn't really blame his XO for the dinner; hell, he’d heard stories of far less pleasant dinners with reporters and other unwelcome guests.  “And they wanted to do something other than sit in their cabins.”


  He shook his head, then jerked a hand towards the bulkhead.  “Don't you just wish you could put them all down there?”


  Fitzwilliam nodded in understanding.  The star system they were travelling through had a barely-habitable world that was coming out of an ice age.  Judging the world useless for conventional settlement, humanity had turned it into a penal colony.  Criminals deemed utterly unredeemable were loaded into one-shot transport capsules, given a small quantity of food and supplies, then shot down into the planet's atmosphere.  If they lived or died ... no one on Earth gave a damn.  The sociologists claimed that they would form a united society within two 3to 300 years, but Ted had his doubts.  A society built on criminals who should have been executed would be very far from stable.


  “Yes, sir,” he said.  “It would be pleasant, wouldn't it?”


  Ted smiled, then turned to head towards his cabin.  “I’m going to get a nap,” he said.  He needed a shower too, just to wash the reporters off his skin.  “Take command when shift changes, then ping me.  I've got paperwork to do.”


  #
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  “YOU REALLY SHOULD CONSIDER coming with us.”


  Major Charles Parnell shrugged.  The seven-man Russian commando team had largely kept themselves to themselves during the first two weeks of the voyage, even though they’d been given quarters – barracks – right next to the Royal Marines.  Now, their leader had finally condescended to speak to the British CO, even though he clearly had his doubts about the wisdom of talking to anyone.  But they did have to coordinate their deployment with Ark Royal.


  “It might be interesting,” he agreed.  “But we have other orders.”


  The Russian – the only name he'd given anyone was Ivan, which Charles suspected was a false name – snorted, rudely.  He was a terrifyingly big man, his skin bulging with implanted weapons and combat systems.  There had been no attempt to make him look normal, something that impressed and alarmed Charles in equal measure.  Even the most capable cyborgs in British service still looked human.


  “We have ours too,” Ivan said.  “We have to get down to the surface before they react to our presence.”


  “We understand,” Charles said.  It was going to be tricky, even if the alien sensors were no better than human sensors.  Entering a planet's atmosphere would leave a trail a blind man could spot.  The aliens could simply track them to their destination or intercept them in flight.  “You will have all the support we can muster.”


  Ivan grunted.  “Perhaps you should shoot those reporters out of missile tubes,” he grated.  He muttered a handful of Russian words Charles recognised, then slipped back to English.  “They are pains in the buttocks.”


  “You never spoke a truer word,” Charles said.  Royal Marines were discouraged from talking to the press, which hadn't stopped the assholes from badgering him and his men for interviews.  It wasn't as if they had anything useful to say – or even anything newsworthy.  “I will speak to the XO and ask him to tell them to leave you and your men alone.”


  Ivan muttered something in Russian about Siberia and the proper punishment for inquisitive reporters, then tapped the display.  “The main body of settlement on New Russia is here,” he said, pointing to the main continent.  “We intend to land here.”


  Charles gave him a surprised look.  Royal Marines were no strangers to long route marches, but Ivan was talking about walking several thousand miles to the settlements.  It would take weeks, even for the fittest soldiers in the human sphere.  He found himself eying the cyborg implants, wondering if they were far more capable than he had assumed.  But there was no way to know.


  “There is a hidden military facility not too far from our planned landing zone,” Ivan explained, reluctantly.  “The planetary government will have relocated there, as planned, in the wake of the battle.  We will make contact with them, then proceed to gain a full report of conditions on the ground.”


  “That makes sense,” Charles agreed.  He wondered, absently, if the Russians would ever have told anyone about the facility without being pressed, then decided it didn't matter.  It wasn't as if British secrets were shared openly either, although he knew that the other human powers had parsed them out.  “How do you plan to get down to the surface?”


  There was a long awkward pause, long enough to make Charles wonder if the Russians really did have a plan – or if they were merely playing it by ear.


  “That,” Ivan admitted finally, “is where we need your help.”
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  TED HAD BEEN RIGHT, he knew, when he'd told the reporters that military service was mostly boredom, broken by moments of screaming terror.  Knowing was half the battle, as the saying went, yet it wasn't that much help.  In a sense, he realised now, he'd been spoilt by spending most of his career as the commander of a starship held in the reserves.  It had been simple enough to arrange for bottles of booze to be shipped to him from Earth or even made a brief visit to Sin City or another Luna settlement.  The Admiralty had paid so little attention to Ark Royal that he could have turned her into a spacefaring gambling palace and they would never have noticed.


  But now, alone and isolated, Ted couldn't help feeling the urge for a drink.  It mocked him, reminding him that he hadn't been able to work up the determination to smash his remaining bottles of alcohol ... or even to do more than insist that Anderson dismantled his still.  He could pour himself a drink, the voice at the back of his head insisted; he could pour himself a drink and take a swig and no one would ever know.


  But it wouldn't stop at one glass, he told himself, savagely.  Would it?


  It wouldn't, he knew.  Once, he had finished one or two bottles of Anderson’s rotgut every day.  In hindsight, it was a minor miracle he hadn't managed to invalidate himself out of the Royal Navy.  It wasn't uncommon for ship-made alcohol to be effectively poison, if the brewer didn't know what he was doing.  If the Admiralty had been paying enough attention to realise that he was drinking himself to death ...


  They knew, his thoughts reminded him.  Someone had made note of his drunkenness and reported it to the Admiralty.  It had even been in his personal file.  They just didn't care.


  Angrily, he paced over to the bunk and lay down, pulling the blankets over his head.  He felt too keyed up to sleep, too tired to remain awake.  There were pills he could take, he knew, but they tended to have unfortunate side-effects.  Instead, he closed his eyes and forced himself to mentally recite the regulations governing waste disposal on starships.  It was an old trick he’d learned at the Academy.  The tutors had sworn blind that it beat counting sheep.  Slowly, he fell asleep ...


  And then the alarms went off.


  Ted jerked out of bed as red lights flashed.  “Red Alert,” Fitzwilliam’s voice said.  “I say again, Red Alert.  This is not a drill.  All hands to battlestations.  Captain to the bridge.”


  Cursing, his blood running cold, Ted keyed his bedside console.  “Report,” he snapped.  “What’s happening?”


  “Incoming alien starfighters,” Fitzwilliam reported.  There was a grim note to his voice that belayed any hope that it might be a sadistic drill.  “We’re under attack!”
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  JAMES HAD PRIVATELY expected to run into trouble long before they reached New Russia.  The aliens weren't fools, whatever else could be said about them, and they would have to suspect that some kind of counter-attack would be mounted as soon as possible.  Indeed, given the care the aliens had taken in mounting their invasion, it was unlikely that they would fail to seal the backdoor.  Or, at least, to hide picket ships in human systems.


  “I’m picking up forty-seven alien starfighters, advancing towards us on attack vector,” Farley reported.  “They’re not even trying to stealth themselves.”


  “Maybe it’s a diversion,” James said.  Where was the Captain?  He’d said he was on his way.  “Launch all starfighters, then order four squadrons to remain close to the flotilla and provide cover.”


  He looked up as the Captain strode onto the bridge.  The older man looked tired, but not drunk or zonked out of awareness.  James let out a sigh of relief he hadn't realised he was holding, then rose to his feet and surrendered the command chair to his commander.  The Captain took it, nodded to him and then checked the tactical display.  A second flight of alien starfighters was just coming into sensor range.


  “Alter course,” the Captain ordered.  “Bring us about to face the threat, then launch a shell of recon drones.  I want to know where those starfighters came from.”


  “They must have a carrier somewhere within the system,” James muttered.  “Unless they set up a hidden base.”


  The Captain nodded.  “Seems an odd place to hide a carrier,” he said.  “Unless they saw us coming and deliberately set up an ambush.  Why not?  We did it to them earlier.”


  James looked down at the display, silently weighing up the potential vectors.  Just how much endurance did the alien starfighters have?  There was no way to know, which meant any estimates of the location of their carrier were nothing more than guesses at best.  For all they knew, the alien starfighters could travel for hours before needing to replenish their supplies.


  “If they found us here, they have to know where we’re going,” James mused.  “They could have ambushed us at New Russia instead.”


  “True,” the Captain agreed.  On the display, the first squadron of alien starfighters was breaking up, skimming along the edge of the flotilla.  “Go to the CIC and take command there.  If we lose the bridge ...”


  James nodded and left the compartment.  Outside, much to his astonishment, he ran into a pair of reporters.  Were they actually trying to sneak onto the bridge during a battle?


  “Get back to your quarters,” he snapped.  There was no point in trying to show them to the secondary bridge, not now.  “Get back there or the Marines will escort you to the brig.”


  The reporters hesitated, then fled.
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  KURT GRITTED HIS TEETH as the starfighter was blasted out of the launch tube and into interplanetary space.  He checked the display briefly to make sure that the entire wing had launched from the carrier, then refocused his systems on the alien starfighters.  They seemed to be dodging and dancing at the edge of weapons range, rather than pressing the offensive against the human ships.  It made no sense to him until he realised that they were trying to get hard sensor locks of their own, pinning down the human ships.


  “Alpha squadron, with me,” he ordered, visions of an alien mass driver running through his head.  Ark Royal was tough, but not that tough.  “We need to drive those bastards away from the carrier.”


  He heard the acknowledgements as he led the flight towards the alien starfighters.  As before, they didn't seem as capable as his own starfighters, although that might not make a difference if there was enough of them.  The aliens hesitated, then ducked back towards the second flight of their starfighters, concentrating their forces.  Moments later, they turned and raced towards the outer edge of the flotilla.  Kurt switched his targeting systems to full power, then gunned his engine and roared towards them.  At such speeds, they entered firing range within seconds.


  “Two targets down,” Alpha Three reported.  The computers had to handle the firing.  No human mind could handle an engagement at such speeds.  “One more broke off.  I might have winged him.”


  Kurt doubted it.  Unless the alien starfighters were much tougher than they seemed, the merest kiss from a starfighter-mounted railgun would be enough to shatter them beyond repair.  Maybe the alien pilot had had a technical fault that had forced him to pull out and return to his carrier.  Kurt quickly checked the scanner, hoping to track the alien craft, but found nothing.  The alien had managed to evade before any of the humans could get a lock on him.


  He yanked the fighter around and followed the aliens as they fell on the older starships like wolves on sheep, although these sheep were hardly defenceless.  A number of alien starfighters were picked off before they opened fire, but their weapons proved devastatingly effective.  They’d learned, Kurt noted absently, as he closed the range and opened fire; they were going after weapons and sensor blisters, rather than trying to simply punch through the hull.


  “Clever bastards,” Rose observed.  She’d clearly made the same observation.  “Two more wings of alien starfighters have just come into view.”


  Kurt swore.  Were there two enemy carriers out there?  Or had the aliens hidden a base somewhere within the system?  He took a moment to link into the live feed from the drones but saw nothing.  Logically, if the aliens could stealth their starfighters, why not a carrier?


  “Keep the bastards away from the ships,” he ordered.  Two ancient frigates were already effectively useless, their lost weapons making them easy prey for successive wings of alien starfighters.  “Alpha and Beta, fall in with me; Delta and Gamma, cover the ships.”


  And hope it isn't a trap, he thought, as he turned and accelerated back towards the incoming alien starfighters.  They’d have a few moments to tear a hole in their formation before the aliens blew past them ... unless, of course, they decided to stop and dogfight instead.  They might well realise that wearing down Ark Royal’s fighters would be a highly effective tactic ...


  “They should have sent another carrier with us,” one of the pilots commented.


  “As you were,” Kurt said, sharply.  He agreed, but there was no time for a discussion.  “Take them at a run.”
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  TED WATCHED, GRIMLY, as the alien starfighters blew through the defending starfighters and lanced towards their targets.  They didn't seem to be going after Ark Royal in particular, which was odd ... and a reversal of military doctrine, at least as the aliens seemed to understand it.  He considered the problem as the flotilla closed up, the smaller ships linking their point defence systems together to give the aliens a nasty surprise, then decided that the aliens probably wanted to weaken his defences before going after the carrier.  It was the only answer that seemed to make sense.


  “Launch a second shell of recon drones,” he ordered.  He'd wondered if he was looking at a diversion, but the aliens definitely seemed to be coming from the same direction.  “Send them out along the path taken by the alien starfighters.”


  He looked back down at the display, silently calculating vectors.  But there were just too many unknown variables for the analysts to say anything for sure.  No matter how he looked at it, it was clear that the aliens had put some effort into their ambush.  But did they know that the flotilla was heading for New Russia?  They had to know ... unless they assumed that Ted intended to attack the alien homeworlds ...


  A thought struck him and he pulled up the tramline chart, thinking hard.  The aliens had been careful – targeting a world that could pose a danger while ignoring ones that didn't – but Vera Cruz hadn't posed a danger.  It had been nothing more than an isolated stage-one colony world ... and its founders didn't have the resources to turn it into a centre of industrial production.  Had the aliens merely wanted to test their weapons against a defenceless target or had they something else in mind?  All they’d done, as far as Ted could tell, was give the human race a month’s warning, time to gather the defensive force that had been destroyed at New Russia.  Had that been the objective?


  He shook his head.  Any plan with too many moving pieces was a plan that was likely to go spectacularly wrong.  That had been hammered into his head at the Academy.  Logically, the aliens would have learnt the same lesson during their expansion into space.  And that meant ...


  ... What if Vera Cruz was right next to an alien system?


  Shaking his head, he pushed the thought aside as a new set of icons appeared on the display.


  “One alien carrier, previously unknown design,” Fitzwilliam’s voice said.  “Judging by her size, she can deploy more starfighters than any of our carriers.”


  “Take us towards her,” Ted ordered.  He switched back to the system display and smiled to himself.  Unless the aliens retreated at once, they wouldn't be able to find a tramline to escape before the humans overran their position.  “And ready the mass drivers.”


  He studied the live feed from the drones, silently considering what he was seeing.  The alien carrier looked fragile, somehow, compared to Ark Royal.  But then, so did a modern human carrier.  Once they got a solid lock on her hull, she was dead.  He watched the mass drivers powering up, ready to unleash a shotgun blast of ballistic projectiles that would be enough to damage the alien ship, even destroy her if they scored a direct hit.  On the display, the alien ship launched another wing of starfighters, then started to pull back.  Ted wasn't too surprised.


  Quickly, he considered his options.  He could launch bombers after her, knowing that the tiny ships could definitely catch up with the alien ship.  But the alien ship bristled with point defence and he didn't dare lose too many bombers, not unless he intended to return to Earth with his tail between his legs.  He could cut loose a handful of frigates and send them after the carrier, escorted by a couple of starfighter squadrons ... it seemed the best option.


  Reaching for his console, he began to issue orders.
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  “YOU HEARD THE CAPTAIN,” Kurt said, as five of the frigates moved out of formation and started to advance on the alien carrier.  “Alpha and Beta will cover the frigates.”


  The alien starfighters seemed to recognise the threat at the same moment.  They broke away from their previous engagements and streaked towards the frigates, aiming blasts of plasma fire at their weapons and drives.  One of the frigates staggered out of formation as a lucky hit totalled its drive systems, the others continued towards the alien carrier, which seemed to be picking up speed alarmingly fast.  No match for a frigate, Kurt noted absently, but faster than any human carrier.  All their calculations had been based on flawed data.


  He shot a brief burst of fire at one of the alien starfighters, then threw his starfighter into an evasive pattern as two alien craft swooped down on him.  His first target evaded his fire and continued attacking the frigates, only to be picked off by a burst of railgun fire from the lead starship.  Kurt allowed himself a smile, then yanked his craft around and blew one of his pursuers into flaming vapour.  The other broke off and headed back towards his carrier.


  “They’re pulling back,” Rose said, in surprise.  “Where do they think they’re going?”


  “One of their tramlines,” Kurt said, as the frigates picked up speed desperately.  Warning lights flashed on his display as Ark Royal unleashed a blast of shotgun pellets from her mass drivers, but somehow he doubted they would score a hit.  The aliens, aware of the danger, were randomly altering course as they struggled towards the tramline.  “I think we’re going to lose her.”


  Four minutes later, he swore out loud as the alien craft crossed the edge of the tramline, recovered her remaining fighters and vanished.  There was a brief gravimetric pulse, indicating a successful transit, then nothing.  The aliens had taken advantage of their technology to escape.  He looked down at his display, wondering if there were any alien starfighters that hadn't been recovered in time to allow them to escape, but saw nothing.  The battlefield was empty of hostile ships.


  “Return to the barn,” he ordered.  “Beta will remain on CSP.  Everyone else, land and snatch a mug of tea.  The bastards will be back.”
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  “THEIR DRIVE GIVES THEM an advantage,” James nodded, looking up at the display.  It was easy to tell where the aliens had gone, but impossible to stop them.  There was a tramline that ran from the alien destination to New Russia, which meant that the aliens in New Russia would have at least a day’s warning that Ark Royal was on her way.  “Tell the boffins we need a comparable system ourselves.”


  The Captain snorted.  “I don’t think it's that easy to duplicate an alien system,” he said, over the intercom.  “We still don't even have a theory for how they do it.”


  James nodded ruefully, running his hand through his hair.  By any reasonable standard, they'd won another victory ... but it could lead to their defeat.  The aliens had lost more starfighters, yet they’d managed to damage a handful of frigates and alert their superiors that a human formation was approaching New Russia.  He found himself seriously considering advising the Captain to abort the mission.  No one would object if the Captain chose to safeguard his ship – the one victorious ship in the Royal Navy –rather than launching a direct assault on a world that would be ready for them, by the time they finally arrived.


  “We need to build those battleships,” the Captain added.  “If we had more mobile firepower, we might be able to give the aliens a nasty surprise.”


  “True,” James agreed.  “A battleship would be very useful.”


  He smiled.  To give the Royal Navy’s designers their due credit, they had started updating Ark Royal’s schematics ... and then outlining a battleship concept that would be crammed with mass drivers, rail guns and armoured so heavily that the alien weapons wouldn't have a hope of breaking through into the vulnerable innards.  But it would take at least a year, once the designs were finalised, to put them into production ... assuming that nothing went wrong.


  And the war doesn't come to a screeching halt before we complete them, he added, in the privacy of his own thoughts.  The aliens aren't going to stop innovating either.


  “Captain,” he said slowly, “should we consider withdrawing?”


  The Captain hesitated.  “I think we should do what repairs we can, then I will make the final decision,” he said.  “Two of the frigates may have to be sent back to Earth.”


  Which would be very unlucky for them, James knew, if the aliens had started trying to block their escape route.  Given their FTL drives, they could put a small squadron of lighter starships within all of the potential human systems ... and then intercept the human ships before they even realised they were under attack.  But the alternative was abandoning them in the penal system or simply scuttling them now, before the aliens could recover the ships.


  “I’ll see to it,” James said.  “Should we spare any other ships to act as escorts?”


  The Captain shook his head.  “We can't spare anything, not now,” he said.  He grinned, suddenly.  “And you can brief the reporters yourself.”


  James sighed.  “Yes, sir,” he said.  “But they will want an interview with you too.”


  “I’m going to be very busy,” the Captain said.  He smirked, although there was no malice in his expression.  “You’ll have to handle them.”


  “Yes, sir,” James said, again.


  He closed the channel, then procrastinated by checking the damage reports from the ships the aliens had targeted.  They’d definitely learnt from experience, he told himself; they’d targeted weapons, rather than the armoured hulls.  But it was an effective tactic, he had to admit, and one that could be repeated time and time again.  There might be a second attack in the next system, which would have the additional disadvantage of convincing the aliens that New Russia was the target ...


  As if they were in any doubt, he thought, sourly.
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  KURT ORDERED HIS SQUADRON to wait in the ready room until he was reasonably confident that the aliens weren't about to put in another attack immediately, then reminded the pilots to make sure they staggered their showers and meals.  If the aliens did return, they'd need to drop everything and return to the fray.  Starfighter pilots were used to snatching sleep where they could – constant exercises saw to that - but this was different.  This time, they might be snapped awake and flung out into space to do battle with the aliens once again.


  Shaking his head, he reached for a terminal and began to type out a message for his family.  If the damaged frigates were sent back to Earth, they could carry the messages ... although he knew the censors would see them before they were uploaded into the planetary datanet.  He was midway through writing the message when another message popped up in his inbox.  It was from one of the reporters, asking for an interview.  Judging by the curses he could hear around the ready room, he wasn't the only one to get such a message.


  “Tell them you’re still on duty,” he advised.  Honestly, the constant demands for interviews were getting beyond a joke.  “And then remember that you are on duty.”
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  “CAPTAIN,” FARLEY SAID.  “The two frigates have crossed the tramline and vanished.”


  “Good,” Ted said.  The frigates, assuming they made it, carried both letters from his crewmen and his theory that Vera Cruz was near an alien homeworld.  Whatever happened, the Admiralty would have a chance to consider the possibilities.  “Resume course.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lightbridge said.  A dull quiver ran through the ship as the carrier resumed her slow plod towards New Russia, accompanied by the remainder of the flotilla.  “Course underway.”


  “Launch a second shell of recon drones,” Ted added.  “I want to know about the faintest hint of an alien presence.”


  He looked up at the display.  The aliens, damn them, would know their rough course and speed.  Assuming their commanders reacted at once – an assumption he dared not reject – they could have another carrier in place to intercept the flotilla long before they reached New Russia.  But there was a chance they could sneak through ...


  “Drones away,” Farley said.  “Passive sensors ... online.”


  Ted nodded.  Passive sensors were nowhere near as capable as active sensors, but at least they didn't radiate any betraying emissions for alien sensors to detect.  Using active sensors would have betrayed their position to the aliens, while the aliens themselves might remain undetected until it was far too late to avoid another ambush.  There were times, Ted knew, when he might want to advertise his presence, but not in what might as well be unfriendly space.


  He rose to his feet.  “You have the bridge,” he said, addressing Farley.  “I’ll be in my office.”


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.  “I have the bridge.”


  Ted strode through the airlock and sagged, almost as soon as the airlock hissed closed behind him.  The weight of command had never felt so heavy, not even when he’d first assumed command of the carrier ... although, to be fair, no one had ever seriously expected Ark Royal to resume active service as anything more than a museum piece.  Now ... a mistake on his part could cost humanity the war.  What if the attack on New Russia was a total disaster?


  He’d thought, seriously, about abandoning the mission and withdrawing the way they’d come.  It wouldn't have been a cowardly decision, he knew; there were strong reasons to favour a withdrawal and a return to Earth.  He knew that there would be people who would say otherwise, who would accuse him of being a coward, yet he knew he had the moral stubbornness to proceed anyway.  But they had to knock the aliens back on their heels and New Russia was the only reasonable target ... at least until they found an alien homeworld they could target.


  There was a chime.  He looked up, then keyed the switch that opened the hatch, allowing Midshipwomen Lopez to step into the office.  Annoyingly, she looked as fresh as ever, despite the brief and violent battle.  Ted rubbed his forehead, wondering if he was losing his hair at a faster rate now he was going back into action, then dismissed the thought.


  “Commander Fitzwilliam ordered me to bring you tea and cake,” she said, as she placed the tray down on his desk.  Ted blinked in surprise, then looked up at her.  There was nothing, but earnestness in her eyes.  “He also said you should get some sleep.”


  Ted grunted.  It would be three days before they reached New Russia – three days, which would give the aliens ample time to prepare a surprise.  He’d planned their approach to bring them into the system as far from the primary star as possible, but he was still uncomfortably aware that the aliens might well detect their arrival and come swarming.  Just what were they doing in the system, anyway?  There were no shortage of theories, yet there was no hard data.


  “Thank you,” he said, wondering why Fitzwilliam hadn't suggested it in person.  It wasn't as if their relationship was that tense.  “Was there anything else he wanted to say?”


  “Apparently, one of the reporters wants to talk to you,” Midshipwomen Lopez said.  “But I believe the XO has headed her off at the pass.”


  “Understood,” Ted said.  “Tell him that I will speak to one reporter tomorrow.”


  He rolled his eyes.  No doubt the reporters wanted reassurance from the command staff that they hadn't been in any real danger.  He wondered, absently, if they’d believe the truth, that the aliens had been the ones who had decided the tempo of operations.  If they’d pressed the offensive ... it was odd, when he thought about it.  The aliens had shown an odd sensitivity to losses.


  Or maybe they were just scared of us, he thought.  By any standard, Ark Royal had hammered the aliens badly in the last encounter.  It would be comforting to believe that was true ...


  Midshipwomen Lopez poured him a mug of tea, then turned and left the office.  Ted took a sip and realised, to his surprise, that the tea was actually real, rather than the processed seeds used to fuel the endless supplies of tea in the mess.  Someone – he suspected Fitzwilliam – had had them shipped onboard, then donated them to Lopez with orders to use them to make the Captain’s personal tea.  He hesitated, then took another sip of tea and started to read through the reports from the smaller ships.  Thankfully, the smaller navies hadn't developed the unfortunate tendency to be absurdly verbose, unlike the larger navies.


  Unwilling to go further than he absolutely had to from the bridge, he walked over to the sofa, lay down and closed his eyes.  He had been more exhausted than he’d realised, for the next thing he knew was his timer bleeping frantically, reminding him that it was time to take his next shift on the bridge.  He pulled himself to his feet, hastily undressed and jumped into the shower, then washed himself clean before pulling on the same uniform.  It felt slightly unclean against his flesh, but there was no time to get a new one.


  He stepped onto the bridge and glanced at the status display.  The carrier was still following the planned course, without any alien presence in sight.  Ted prayed, silently, that it stayed that way, although he knew that, with a little care, an alien ship could be shadowing them at a distance and remain unseen.  The only real risk lay in trying to follow them through a tramline ...


  Sighing, he sat down and started to read through the next set of reports.
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  “SO,” YANG SAID.  “JUST how much danger were we in?”


  James briefly considered telling him that they’d come within a hairsbreadth of being killed – the inhumanly-thin reporter was right next to him, looking so pale he could almost see her bones under her skin – but decided it would be cruel.  Besides, Yang probably had the experience to know that he would be lying.


  “The aliens probed our defences, then broke off,” he said, shortly.  Yang might understand the real implications, but he had no intention of spelling them out for his partner.  “They didn't come near the carrier.”


  “Odd choice of tactics,” Yang said.  “Modern-day doctrine dictates the immediate destruction of the enemy’s carriers.”


  James couldn't disagree.  The vast majority of space navies – and God knew there was no sign the aliens disagreed – had poured resources into carriers, rather than fixed defences.  It gave them a flexibility, the admirals had concluded, that orbital battlestations couldn't hope to match – and besides, orbital battlestations were sitting ducks.  It was no surprise that the aliens had gone after humanity’s carriers during the Battle of New Russia; they’d known that destroying the carriers would eventually give them the victory.  And they’d been right.


  “True enough,” he said.  “But the aliens might well have discovered who we are and backed off.”


  “Or they have plans for a future ambush,” Yang said, with evident pleasure.  His partner whimpered.  “They might be ready for us.”


  “It’s a possibility,” James agreed, shortly.  The Captain had planned their entry to minimise the chances of detection, but the aliens – assuming they knew how humanity’s drives worked – might well manage to catch their arrival anyway.  “But we have to press on anyway.”


  The thin reporter looked up.  “You mean to fly right into a trap?”


  James shook his head, reflecting privately that the reporter wasn't as stupid as she looked.


  “It is a trap,” she insisted.  “Why else would they back off and let us go?”


  “They would not have been able to assign too many ships to guarding all of the possible angles of approach,” James said, as patiently as he could.  “I don’t think they expected an armoured carrier and a small fleet of armoured warships.  The smart thing to do was to back off, which they did.”


  The reporter sighed.  James found himself studying her, privately reflecting – again – that perhaps he should send her to sickbay.  She was so inhumanly thin ... it crossed his mind to wonder if she was actually human, before dismissing the thought with all the contempt it deserved.  Having her body extensively modified to allow her to survive with so little meat on her bones was stupid, but it didn't make her inhuman.  Unless she was an alien spy ...


  He smirked at the thought.  Humanity’s first depictions of aliens had been little more than humans in rubber suits.  It hadn't been until computer technology had allowed the creation of computer-generated monsters that truly inhuman monsters had been depicted on the big screen.  But the first real aliens humanity had encountered had been humanoid ... the theorists that suggested that different worlds, faced with the same problems, would find the same answers, might have been right after all.  And yet ... somehow, he doubted they could pose as human.


  But was it unbelievable that some humans would turn traitor?  The aliens had taken prisoners, they assumed; they’d certainly captured a handful of human colony worlds.  It would be easy enough, he knew, to convince some of their captives to serve them instead.  If they happened to take an entire family prisoner, they could threaten the children to force the adults to comply.  Why, if humans could be so unpleasant to their fellow humans, could they expect the aliens to be any better?  And yet, there was no reason to assume that the aliens hadn't already started building up spy networks long before Vera Cruz.


  James scowled.  If suspicions were directed at everyone who might just have come into contact with the aliens, somewhere along the edge of explored space ...


  The reporter coughed.  “Is there a problem, Commander?”


  “I’m not sure,” James said.  He made a mental note to write down his suspicions, although he was fairly sure MI5 would already have considered the possibilities.  But the last thing humanity needed was a witch hunt for alien spies.  “Are you having second thoughts about being on this ship?”


  The reporter coloured, very slightly.  “I was told it would make my career,” she said, miserably.  “And that I would be safe.”


  James had to fight to keep himself from giggling.  What manner of idiot would believe that a military starship going into action was safe?  But maybe it did make sense, in a weird kind of way.  Embedded journalists like Yang went into action beside military units, even taking up weapons and opening fire if necessary.  Other journalists remained behind the lines, donned clean uniforms and told themselves that they were being daring.  And, having close access to cameras for ‘live’ reporting, tended to shape the media environment the way they wanted it to go.


  “It may well make your career,” James said, although he didn't have the slightest idea of why anyone would have thought that too.  “But it will not, I'm afraid, be safe.”


  Yang stood.  “If you don’t mind, Commander, I have to go file a report,” he said.  “Can I leave Barbie in your capable hands?”


  James blinked in surprise.  Yang knew perfectly well there was no way to file a report, not until they returned to Earth or sent another ship back in their place.  It puzzled him until he looked at Barbie – so that was her name – and realised that she was on the verge of crying.  He scowled at Yang’s retreating back, then wondered just who had wanted to be rid of her.  Maybe she was too silly to be considered an asset even in the most liberal mainstream media outlet ...


  Or maybe someone made her boss send her away, James thought, ruefully.  From what he’d heard, media outlets were driven by feuds and jealousies that made the aristocracy look calm and reasonable.  She seduced someone and her rival exacted a little revenge ...


  “It isn't safe at all,” he confirmed.  “But the Old Lady is a tough little ship.  She’ll survive.”


  Barbie – absently, he wondered if that was just a media name – reached out and gave him a hug.  James hesitated, then returned the hug, feeling her body pressing against his.  She felt odd, almost childish, to the touch.  The feeling was disturbing on a very primal level, so he pushed her away as soon as he decently could.  Up close, her body seemed almost too thin to be sexual.  According to her file, she was in her mid-twenties.  He would have questioned if she was barely entering her teens.


  “Thank you,” she said.  She stepped backwards and turned, allowing him to see her buttocks.  They too were thin, thin enough to be almost unrecognisable.  “I’ll hold you to it.”


  James rolled his eyes as she walked out of the compartment, leaving him alone.  If Ark Royal were to be destroyed, James would die beside her ... and the rest of the crew.  Perhaps, just perhaps, they could evacuate ... no, that wasn't likely to happen.  Even if they did, they would be exploding outwards into alien-controlled territory.  Would the aliens ignore the lifepods, fire on them or take their crews prisoner?  There was no way to know.


  “Idiot,” he muttered.
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  “THIS ISN'T A PLAN,” Charles objected, when he looked at the finished operational outline.  “I think this is guaranteed suicide.”


  Ivan’s face didn't change, but there was a definite hint of amusement in his eyes.  “I always knew you British were soft,” he said.  “This plan is bound to succeed.”


  Charles gave him a sharp look.  “Because it’s so absurd that no one in their right mind would expect it?”


  “Precisely,” Ivan said.  “We go anywhere and do anything to complete the mission.”


  That, Charles knew, was true.  The Russian Special Forces were known for pushing themselves to the limit, just like the other such units around the world.  And, unlike the more open powers, the Russians had fewer qualms about taking terrifying risks to complete the mission.  Their performance in the Third Afghanistan War alone had marked their operators as being men to watch, even before they’d started bending the letter of international agreements on cyborg soldiers.


  “We have to break into the system first,” Charles said, after a long moment.  “And if we do that, we have to assault the planetary defences too ...”


  “They won’t have time to install anything heavier than a handful of automated platforms,” Ivan said, confidently.  He shrugged, an exaggerated gesture that seemed to make up for his frozen features.  “We know the risks, Major, and we know we have to break into the system first.  Should that fail, we will consider alternatives.  But, for the moment, this is our best option.”


  “I will consult with the Captain,” Charles said, flatly.  “He will have the final say ... unless you wish to insert your shuttle into the system on your own?”


  “Maybe as a last resort,” Ivan said.  He looked down at the plan, then passed Charles a copy.  “I would advise you not to share it with anyone, but I don’t think it matters here.”


  Charles snorted.  Three months ago, the concept of having Russian SF forces on Ark Royal would have been utterly absurd.  Even though the carrier was in the reserves, the Admiralty would have had kittens at the thought ... unless they decided to sell the carrier.  But that would have alienated a pressure group that would have brought an immense political storm down on their heads.  Now ... working with the Russians – and a handful of smaller navies – might mean the difference between victory and defeat.


  “I’ll show it to the Captain alone,” he said.  “He will have the final say, as I said.”


  He understood Ivan’s impatience to act.  New Russia and millions of Russian civilians were under enemy occupation – if, of course, they were still alive.  The aliens could have butchered them all by now.  If Charles could feel the urge to hurry up and get stuck into an enemy that had casually wiped out two British carriers and thousands of crewmen, Ivan would feel far worse.  But they had to be careful.  Ark Royal was effectively irreplaceable.  Did the enemy realise that was true?


  “Good,” Ivan growled.  He didn't look happy, but at least he'd conceded the point.  “See to it, please.”


  Charles nodded, then checked the terminal.  Two days to the tramline that would lead them directly to New Russia.  Two days ... to lay their plans and hope, desperately, that the aliens weren't in position to intercept them.  And if it went wrong ...


  We’ll have to fight our way out, he thought.  There was no way he was surrendering his men to enemy POW camps ... assuming, of course, the aliens didn’t simply execute surrendered prisoners on sight.  At least Ark Royal had some experience at fighting her way out of enemy traps.


  He shook his head.  Surrender, it seemed, wasn't really an option.
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  “KIEV IS IN POSITION, sir.”


  Ted nodded, one eye glancing down at the status display.  The entire ship was at battlestations, every gun charged and ready to engage enemy targets, every starfighter ready to launch at a moment’s notice.  Ahead of them, the invisible gravimetric tramline shimmered on the display, waiting for them to trigger the Puller Drive and be catapulted into the New Russia System.


  “Order her to jump in five minutes,” he said.  The Russian frigate had requested – demanded – the right to make the first jump into enemy-held territory.  Ted had his doubts, but someone had to take the risk and jump.  “And then recheck our stealth systems.”


  He scowled at the thought, pushing down the mad impulse that called for a drink.  Ark Royal had been carefully rigged for silent running, but compared to the alien stealth systems humanity’s systems were a sick joke.  All it would take was a brief failure and the aliens would know precisely where they were.  The moment they launched starfighters, he knew, they might as well surrender all attempts to remain hidden.  And the aliens might just, if they caught a tiny break, track them from a distance without tipping their hand.


  “All systems are operational,” Farley said.  The tactical officer sounded grimly professional, without the doubts that afflicted his commanding officer.  “They won’t see us coming.”


  “Let us hope not,” Ted grunted.  He looked over at the screen showing Fitzwilliam’s face.  “XO?”


  “All decks report ready, sir,” the XO said.  He sounded rather less confident than Farley.  They’d been through as many possible scenarios as they could, but it was impossible to escape the simple fact that the aliens knew they were coming.  It was quite possible that they’d rigged a proper ambush at New Russia, just waiting for Ark Royal to stick her head in the noose.  “We’re as ready as we will ever be.”


  Ted smiled, rather sadistically.  “And the reporters?”


  “In the secondary bridge, under supervision,” Fitzwilliam assured him.  “They’re terrified, sir.”


  Good to hear it, Ted thought.  The reporters were pests in human form – if, of course, reporters could be considered human.  At least the experienced ones knew better than to assume that they weren't going into danger.  The doctor had even told him that three of the reporters had requested sleeping pills, just to help them rest at nights.  Clearly, the inexperienced reporters should have spent more time considering the implications of a deep-strike mission before it was too late to refuse the assignment.


  He pushed the thought aside as the counter reached zero.  Kiev vanished from the display, flickering out of one star system and into another.  The usable section of the tramline was entire light-hours long – it was unlikely that the aliens had managed to mass their ships in the right position to catch the flotilla as soon as it arrived – but he had to be wary.  It was quite possible that the aliens had made some accurate guesses about where his ships intended to arrive and positioned themselves accordingly.


  What if the frigate never returned?  They’d discussed all of the possibilities, finally coming to the conclusion that they would need to back off and seek another tramline into the New Russia System.  It would be inconvenient, to say the least; they’d be risking another encounter with alien starships, all the while drawing no closer to completing their mission.  Maybe, if that happened, they would be better off withdrawing and returning to Earth ...


  There was a ping from the console as the frigate snapped back into existence.


  Ted let out a sigh of relief, then leaned forward.  “Get me a full data download,” he said, addressing Farley.  “Now!”


  He watched as the data scrolled up on his screen.  Kiev was one of the most modern starships in the Russian Navy – and, with her mission set in stone, various other powers had contributed their own sensor systems for her part of the operation.  As far as she could tell, there were no alien starships within sensor range – or, for that matter, any human signals coming from New Russia.  The only detectable signals seemed to be alien; they’d been recorded for analysis, but so far the automated systems couldn't make head or tails of them.


  Not too surprising, Ted thought.  The Royal Navy encrypted radio transmissions as a matter of course – they preferred laser communicators, which were effectively beyond interception – and there was no reason to assume the aliens thought differently.  Even if they didn't, they still spoke an alien tongue that wouldn't be anything like English.  Deciphering their language will take years.


  “Looks clear,” his XO said, finally.  His voice hardened.  “Unless it’s a trap, of course.”


  Ted nodded.  The aliens might not want to distribute starships randomly around the stars surrounding New Russia – they’d run the risk of being overwhelmed by a locally superior human force – but they wouldn't want to abandon New Russia without a fight.  Leaving the door open could be nothing more than an attempt to lure Ark Royal into the system, with the aliens waiting until they were deep inside before springing the trap.  But there was no way to avoid the risk.  If they backed off entirely, they might as well surrender New Russia for good.


  “Signal the flotilla,” he ordered.  He couldn't push his doubts out of his mind, but he had to proceed anyway.  “We will advance to the tramline and jump.”


  Moments later, Ark Royal shuddered as her drives came online, propelling her onwards towards the tramline ... and destiny.
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  THE FLIGHT SUITS WERE supposed to be the most comfortable outfits in the Royal Navy, Kurt had been told.  With inserted computer systems, each one cost upwards of a hundred thousand pounds, a price tag that never failed to make civilians sputter in horror.  They were supposed to be comfortable ... so why did he feel sweat trickling down his back?


  Your first real combat jump, he told himself.  The starfighter pilots were on alert, crammed into their craft and braced for immediate launch ... if they ran into an alien ambush.  He couldn't help thinking of the possible disasters waiting for them.  What if the aliens had an ambush waiting for them that would blow Ark Royal away before she launched her fighters?  Or what if ... he tried to push the thought out of his mind, but it mocked him.  He felt helplessly vulnerable.  Outside, even in his fragile fighter, he would have a chance.  Inside, he knew that he could die before the fighters were launched into space.


  “All hands, prepare for jump,” the XO’s voice said.  “I say again, all hands prepare for jump.”


  Kurt braced himself, feeling tension running down his spine.  All of the pilots probably felt the same way.  Combat jumps were rare, even in exercises; now, they were performing one for real.  If something went wrong ... angrily, he forced himself to think about the series of v-mails he had recorded for his children.  Of course, if the entire flotilla was wiped out, they would never receive them.  It was one of the reasons the Admiralty insisted on all naval personnel recording farewell messages and rewriting their wills prior to departure.


  He wondered, absently, what they would think of him after he died.  Would they think of him as a hero or a man who had abandoned his family to play starfighter pilot?  He hadn't had a choice, yet it might not matter.  Part of Kurt still resented his father for dying, even though the old man hadn't had a choice either.  Would Penny and Percy understand why he’d had to go or would they resent him for dying?  God knew it wasn't as though the family could claim a proper pension from his former employers.  He wouldn’t be old enough to qualify for the company’s pension scheme, if he died today.  And the Royal Navy pension wouldn't be enough for the family.


  Molly will hate me, he thought, morosely.  And why not?  Without his income, the kids would have to be transferred to a free school.  Their education would suffer quite badly, he knew; he had no faith at all in government-run schools.  And Penny would fall in with an even worse crowd than she had at her private school.  But she’d probably be pleased.  At least she wouldn't have to put up with Madame Capet any longer.


  “Seconds to go,” Rose said, her voice breaking into his thoughts.  She sounded suspiciously eager to come to blows with the aliens.  “I love you all, guys.”


  Kurt rolled his eyes as the other pilots made their replies, some of them dreadfully obscene, then cleared his throat loudly.  “Maintain radio silence,” he reminded them.  It was unlikely that the alien sensors were good enough to pick up the tiny bursts from the starfighters, at least while they were in their launch tubes, but he didn’t want to take chances.  “And do try to be professional out there.”


  “Ten seconds to jump,” the XO said.  “All hands, brace for jump.  I say again, all hands brace for jump.”


  Understood, Kurt thought.  He braced himself as best as he could.  Five seconds to go ...
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  CHARLES, WEARING FULL shipboard armour, watched as the Royal Marines braced themselves for the jump.  They were all brave men – no one joined the Royal Marines without being ready for anything – but none of them liked the idea of being helpless as their starship jumped into potential danger.  On the ground, they were lions; in space, they fretted over the prospect of being wiped out by a random missile strike.  If Ark Royal came under heavy attack, there was little they could do beyond assisting the damage control teams.


  “Five seconds,” Sergeant Fred Miles said, softly.  “Here we go.”


  Charles gritted his teeth as he felt the strange sensation of the jump building up around them, a feeling that defied analysis.  The scientists swore backwards and forwards that no one should feel anything, but there was still a vaguely unpleasant feeling as the starship made its jump.  Perhaps it was just a product of their imagination, the scientists had observed, a reflection of their awareness that something had changed.  And yet ... even when someone was unaware of the exact timing of the jump, they still felt the effects.


  “Yes,” he muttered, as the sensation faded away.  “Here we go.”
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  TED HAD HALF-EXPECTED to see missiles or plasma bolts screeching towards them as soon as they materialised, even though Kiev hadn't detected any alien starships within sensor range.  Instead, nothing greeted Ark Royal as she flickered back into existence, all hands braced for immediate attack.  Ted gazed down at the screen and saw nothing, apart from the gravimetric signatures of the tramline and the system’s planets.  The aliens seemed to have missed their arrival completely.


  “All clear,” Farley said.  He sounded doubtful.  “But they could be lurking under stealth and we’d never know about it.”


  “True,” Ted agreed.  As long as they remained in the tramline, they could jump out again at the first sign of an alien threat, but they couldn't remain in the tramline indefinitely.  “Launch the first set of recon platforms, followed by the drones.  I want them established according to the operational plan.”


  He paused, then took a gamble.  “And see if you can link into the Russian deep-space surveillance platforms,” he added.  “Use the command codes the Russians provided.”


  “Chancy,” Fitzwilliam muttered.  “The aliens might well have destroyed it.”


  Ted couldn't disagree.  Like most interstellar powers, the Russians had established a sensor network to watch for illicit activity in their home system.  Unlike multinational systems like Terra Nova, the Russians owned the entire New Russia System and refused to allow anyone else to establish settlements within their territory.  It was easy enough to hide from such a system, but not without restricting one’s activity to the bare minimum.  Besides, there were enough unclaimed systems for hidden colonies to establish themselves without the risk of being obliterated by the Russians.


  The seconds ticked away as the passive sensors began to pick up traces of alien activity.  A handful of signals seemed to be emitting from the direction of New Russia itself, while another handful seemed to be coming from the asteroid cloud surrounding the system’s larger gas giant.  Ted wondered, absently, if the aliens had managed to capture the system’s cloudscoop intact, before deciding it didn't matter.  It wasn't as if a cloudscoop was a difficult device to construct.


  “I picked up a low-level query from the Russian system,” Farley reported.  “They took their time.”


  “Too long,” Fitzwilliam said.  “What do they want?”


  “More codes,” Farley said.  He looked up, alarmed.  “Sir, we don’t have any other codes.”


  Ted frowned.  It was understandable that it had taken several minutes for the Russian system to respond.  The closest platform was several light minutes from the tramline, while the automated systems would have to decide if it was worth taking the risk of responding to the signal.  But to ask for other codes ...?  It made no sense ... unless, of course, there were a handful of Russians still hiding out in the asteroid fields, watching the aliens from afar.


  “Check with Ivan,” Ted ordered.  If the codes they had were insufficient, did they dare risk sending a signal in clear?  And would the Russians believe them if they did?  “If not, we will have to do without the Russian platforms.”


  There was a long pause.  “Ivan thinks that the system has been reprogrammed by one of his people,” Fitzwilliam reported.  “It was apparently a security precaution.  He suggests sending a message in Russian.”


  Ted frowned.  “Ask him to record one,” he ordered.  He looked back down at the display.  If it was a trap ... they were about to spring it.  “And then transmit it.”


  He felt his frown deepening as the message flickered down the laser link.  No human starship could remain on alert indefinitely, not outside the fevered imagination of movie producers and politicians without military experience.  His crew either needed to get into battle or relax, yet he didn't dare risk either.  Knowing Murphy’s habit of showing up at the worst possible time, they’d have their pants down around their ankles when the aliens finally launched their ambush.  But if they were waiting for Ark Royal to move ...


  “Picking up a response,” Farley said.  “They’re sending us a detailed data dump.”


  “Run it through the standard security precautions, then pass it to the isolated analyst system,” Ted ordered.  It was unlikely in the extreme that the aliens could produce a virus capable of attacking Ark Royal’s computers – and, if they did, it wouldn't be any use against more modern carriers – but there was no point in taking chances.  Besides, human opponents might well have worked out ways to attack the ship’s systems.  “And then order one-half of our crews to stand down.”


  “Understood,” Fitzwilliam said.  “Will you be resting yourself, Captain?”


  “No,” Ted said.  He couldn’t relax ... and if he left the bridge, he might give into the temptation to take a drink or two.  Or, if he took a pill, Fitzwilliam might have to command Ark Royal and the flotilla when the aliens finally attacked.  That would look awful on his service record.  “But you are to take a nap in your quarters.”


  An hour ticked by slowly as the recon platforms inched their way into the inner system, towards the looming presence of New Russia.  The handful of orbital stations the Russians had built to make transhipment easier were gone, not entirely to Ted’s surprise.  Stalin, the larger of the two moons, had once held a large-sized mining colony.  That too was gone, leaving only a scar on the lunar surface.  Judging by the size of the blast, the aliens definitely did have nukes – and were prepared to use them too.  There was nothing else, as far as he knew, that could produce such damage.


  “Interesting that they didn't want to capture the facility,” Farley mused.  “They don’t build their starships out of unobtainium or anything unknown to us.  The Russians mined for materials to build starships here.  Why wouldn’t the aliens want it for themselves?”


  Ted shrugged.  “Maybe they don’t intend to keep New Russia,” he suggested.  “As long as we don’t know where their homeworlds are, they can just keep dancing around us, defying us to catch and crush their fleets.  Eventually, they’d grind us down to the point where they can launch an invasion and occupy our remaining worlds.”


  He scowled at the thought.  While they were crawling towards New Russia, the aliens might well have launched their fleets towards Britannia, Washington, Ghandi or even Confucius, targeting humanity’s shipyards and industrial nodes away from Earth.  The thought of Britannia being ravaged by the aliens was horrifying – and he knew the other spacefaring powers would feel the same.  They’d invested literally trillions of pounds in the out-system colonisation program.


  The console chimed.  “Sir,” Farley said, “we’ve found the alien fleet.”


  “Show me,” Ted ordered.


  One by one, the alien fleet came into view.  It wasn't in orbit around New Russia – apart from a handful of frigate-sized craft that seemed to be in low orbit – but lurking some distance from the planet.  Ted puzzled over it for a long moment, then decided that the aliens were clearly preparing an offensive.  As alien as their craft were, they seemed to fall into roles comparable to humanity’s fleets.


  “Fourteen carriers, of two different types,” Farley said.  “Fifty-two smaller craft, mainly frigate-sized, and thirty-five freighters.  The latter seem to be transhipping supplies to the carriers.”


  Ted cursed their luck.  If they’d arrived in time to take advantage of the alien distraction ... he shook his head.  They’d just have to work with what they had.


  “Keep expanding the recon network,” he ordered.  A direct assault on the alien fleet would be suicidal, but there were always options.  “And then let me see what happened when the system fell.”
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  “IT DOESN'T LOOK TOO different from Earth,” Barbie said.


  James rolled his eyes.  New Russia was Earth-like, right down to an ecosystem that could support human settlement, even if it hadn't produced any form of intelligent life form.  The existence of worlds like New Russia had once been used to confirm the theory that humanity was alone in the universe, the sole race to pass through the bottlenecks that led to intelligence and spacefaring status.  That theory, he suspected, wouldn't be heard in the future.  God alone knew how many other intelligent races there were out there.


  “Yes,” he said.  None of the reporters struck him as particularly intelligent, but Barbie took the cake.  “It is, in fact, a remarkably habitable world.”


  He allowed himself a moment of relief as his terminal buzzed, calling him back to the CIC.  Leaving the reporters in the tender care of the PR officers, he stepped through the airlock and walked down the corridor to the CIC.  The Marines on duty nodded as he walked past them, keeping their weapons in plain view.  James rather doubted the aliens would try to board the carrier, but the Marines could and did keep the reporters away from the CIC.  They didn't want to be interrupted by stupid questions in the middle of a battle.


  Inside, a holographic representation of New Russia floated in the centre of the giant compartment, surrounded by a handful of red icons.  The alien formation looked oddly familiar; James realised, with a sudden flicker of relief, that it was a formation designed to provide total coverage of the planet below.  They hadn't obliterated the Russian population, thankfully.  Their formation allowed them to keep the humans under control.


  “They’ve taken out the spaceports and a handful of military bases,” the analyst muttered, as he worked his way through the tidal wave of incoming data.  “But there doesn't seem to be much damage to any of the cities.”


  “For which we should be grateful,” the Captain said.  “Is there an alien presence on the surface?”


  “Not that we can pick up from this distance,” the analyst reported.  “We are picking up a handful of alien radio transmissions, but they’re all located several hundred miles from the nearest city.”


  James frowned, studying the holographic planet.  “They might be establishing settlements of their own,” he said.  “But surely they’d want to keep a close watch on the human settlements.”


  “Surely,” the Captain agreed.  “Assuming, of course, that they think like us.”


  He looked over at the analyst.  “Are there any signs they’re occupying the major cities?”


  “No, but we would need to move the recon platforms into low orbit to be sure,” the analyst said.  “We can’t pick up individual humans or aliens at this distance.”


  The Captain nodded to James, then led the way into a side office.  “It looks like we will have to go with Plan Gamma,” he said, once they were alone.  “Do you have any disagreements?”


  James hesitated, then shook his head.  Plan Gamma made no attempt to liberate the planet, instead merely raiding the alien positions before beating a hasty retreat.  Ivan and his team of commandos could try to make it down to the planet's surface while the aliens swarmed around, giving chase to the impudent human carrier .... and then linking into the recon network to upload messages to the next human formation to raid the system.  It should work perfectly.


  He shook his head again, sourly.  The aliens had some technology that humanity hadn’t been able to duplicate.  If they had yet another surprise, something that tipped the balance in their favour, they might be able to win the coming battle.  James already knew they didn't dare come within hitting range of an alien frigate.  Small as they were, their plasma cannons could do real damage.


  “Then we will launch our unpowered missiles towards the planetary occupation forces and use the mass drivers to target their fleet,” the Captain said.  “They won’t see the first attack coming, I hope, but after that ...”


  James scowled.  War was a democracy, he knew.  The enemy got a vote too.


  “Tell the Russians to prepare for launch,” the Captain added.  “We will start operations” – he checked his chronometer – “one hour from now.”
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  TED FELT THE SECONDS ticking away one by one as he reviewed the data they’d pulled from the Russian network.  The last Earth had seen of the Battle of New Russia – when the recording starship had made its escape – the aliens had been ripping the defending fleet to shreds.  But there was more.  Some of the Russian starships had made a final stand, fighting desperately to protect their adopted homeworld.  Others had withdrawn into the outer reaches of the system to prepare for the day they could return to New Russia in triumph.


  They hadn't been willing to commit themselves, Ted discovered, not entirely to his surprise.  By any reasonable standard, Ark Royal was badly outnumbered and outgunned, leaving the Russians convinced that they had to make a hit and run attack, rather than chasing the aliens out of the system.  But they had agreed to record the course of the battle, just so Earth would know what had happened.  It was the most Ted could reasonably expect of them.


  “Sir,” Farley said.  “The mass drivers are ready to open fire.”


  Ted smiled.  One of the little realities of interplanetary combat that civilians were persistently unable to grasp was that an object, once in motion, remained in motion.  There was no need for a rocket engine to push the object forward, not like there would be in a planetary atmosphere.  The mass driver projectiles would keep going until they ran into something ... which, in interplanetary space, wasn't too likely to happen.  It was one of the reasons humanity had shied away from using mass drivers as weapons.  One could be fired at a starship in orbit and miss, hitting the planet instead with terrifying force.


  “Good,” he said.  Fourteen of the escorting frigates had their own mass drivers, ready to add their fire to Ark Royal’s own.  The targeting wouldn’t be precisely accurate, but hundreds of solid projectiles would be rocketing through space occupied by the alien formation.  Unless, of course, the aliens decided to move before the projectiles reached them.  “You may fire at will.”


  The display changed as the first stream of projectiles launched from the giant carrier, rocketing away at a fair percentage of the speed of light.  Ted silently calculated the odds against the aliens spotting them in advance, then silently prayed that the aliens didn't have a piece of technology that shattered humanity’s preconceptions.  The search for a FTL sensor had been one of the holy grails of human technology for so long that most naval officers had come to believe it was impossible.  But they’d believed the same of long-range FTL tramlines.


  “Projectiles away, sir,” Farley said.  On the display, the frigates were launching their own projectiles.  “Impact projected in two hours, forty minutes.”


  “Continue firing until we have drained our magazines to thirty percent,” Ted ordered.  He was tempted to throw everything he had at the aliens, but he knew the value of keeping a reserve.  It was unlikely that all of the alien craft would be destroyed by the bombardment.  “Launch the unpowered missiles.”


  He gritted his teeth.  It went against the grain to launch unpowered missiles – they had many of the risks of using mass drivers, without some of the advantages – but there was no choice.  Unlike the alien fleet, the starships they had covering the planet seemed to alter course randomly, as if they knew they were being observed.  The missiles, when they went active, would be able to alter their courses to bring them to bear on the alien ships.  None of the mass driver projectiles could be so flexible.


  But they're also expensive, he thought, thinking wistfully of the battleship designs he’d seen during the extensive debriefings following their first encounter with the alien forces.  Given a few years, we will have entire starships crammed with mass drivers ... and lose some of the flexibility in having missiles.


  The stream of projectiles came to an end.  “We’ve reached thirty percent of our stockpiles,” Farley reported.  “Holding fire.”


  “Good,” Ted muttered.  He raised his voice, fighting the urge to whisper.  “Take us out on the pre-planned course.”


  The downside of ballistic projectiles was that they didn't change course.  Given a few moments, the aliens could easily project their course backwards and locate Ark Royal.  But, once they'd moved, the aliens would be wasting their effort ... or so he hoped.


  He shook his head.  Now, all they had to do was wait ... and see how the aliens reacted.  He tried to form a mental picture of their entire fleet smashed, like bugs, but he knew it wasn't likely to happen.  They’d be lucky if they crippled or destroyed more than a carrier or two.  “And the Russians?”


  “They’re on their way,” Farley confirmed.


  Poor brave stupid idiots, Ted thought.  The odds against the Russians making it to the surface were staggering – and that assumed that the diversionary plan worked perfectly.  If it didn't ... somehow, Ted doubted the aliens would just ignore a mystery heat trail burning through the planet’s atmosphere.  A single plasma blast would vaporise the Russian commandos, along with their fancy suits and re-entry gear.


  He shook his head.  All they could do now was wait.
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  “SO THE ATTACK IS UNDERWAY,” Yang said.  “The aliens have no idea we’re here?”


  “So it would seem,” James agreed.  Yang, at least, understood some of the implications.  And he was smart enough not to demand immediate results.  Space was big and – he glanced at the timer – there would still be several hours before they knew what, if anything, they’d hit.  “They certainly haven’t ambushed us, even when we moved away from the tramline.”


  That had been hair-raising for the naval personnel, although he’d been fairly sure that few of the reporters had understood just how much the danger was increasing.  The aliens wouldn't launch an attack while the flotilla was nesting within the tramline, if only because the humans ships would simply trigger their drives and jump out.  No, he knew, they’d wait until the humans were well away from any means of escape before attacking.  But no attack had materialised.  Had the aliens thought Ark Royal wasn't going to New Russia after all?  Or was the main body of their fleet off trashing Britannia, Washington ... or Earth?


  It was one of his private nightmares.  Ark Royal might attack New Russia, she might even drive the aliens away from New Russia ... and then return home to discover that the aliens had torn Earth apart.  Maybe the human race knew, now, that the aliens weren't invincible.  They still packed one hell of a punch.


  Barbie caught his arm.  “It's so slow,” she protested.  “Why didn't you go closer before opening fire?”


  James swallowed the response that came to mind.  “The aliens might have detected us,” he said, instead.  The problem with modern depictions of space combat, he knew, was that they were fast.  Instead of long hours of boredom, there were hours of constant excitement.  “We decided to fire from extreme range instead.”


  “But they could move,” Barbie said, slowly.  “They might not be there when your shots arrive.”


  “That’s true,” James said, in some surprise.  He wouldn't have expected Barbie to reason that much out; hell, he was mildly surprised she could even tie her own shoelaces.  “But it’s a risk we have to take.”


  He sighed, inwardly, as the reporters turned back to look at the display.  Civilian politicians wanted to minimise risk as much as possible, but military officers knew that some risks just had to be accepted.  Besides, it wasn't as if the projectiles cost anything.  A few hours alongside an asteroid and the carrier could replenish its stockpiles without particular difficulty.


  None of the reporters looked very good, he noted, with a certain amount of malice.  They'd been up since Ark Royal had entered the system, remaining awake out of fear of missing something interesting.  Hell, even James and the Captain had made time for catnaps, while the starfighter pilots had each spent an hour in the sleep machines.  They’d regret it later, James suspected, but it would keep them alert for the moment.  But the reporters ... it didn't even seem to have occurred to them that they all had access to the datanet.  If they missed something personally, they could review it before Ark Royal returned to Earth.


  A chime sounded.  He looked up at the display, worried.  Four new red icons had entered the system from an unexpected direction.


  “Four ships, unknown class,” Farley reported.  “Temporary designation; Alien-Six.  All ships are heading towards the planet.”


  James nodded, studying the alien vessels.  They were larger than frigates, but smaller than Ark Royal or any other known carrier design, human or alien.  Humanity hadn’t been too keen on the idea of producing giant starships, apart from the carriers, believing them to be easy targets.  But now ... humanity was working on its battleship design and the aliens, it seemed, had larger warships of their own.  Judging from the power curves, the ships might be battlecruisers or something similar.


  Barbie coughed.  “Are they hunting us?”


  “I don’t think so,” James said, as reassuringly as he could.  Personally, he suspected the aliens were readying themselves to launch an attack on another human world.  Ark Royal might have closed one backdoor, but there were plenty of others.  An attack on another major colony world – even if it wasn't Earth – would place the human alliance under considerable strain.  “I think they’re preparing the invasion.”


  He concealed his amusement at her expression, then glanced at the timer again.  The minutes were ticking away, but there was still another hour before the projectiles passed through the alien position.  If the aliens moved, they would have fired all of those projectiles for nothing.  And the Russians were still drifting through space, heading towards New Russia ... they’d be dead before they even knew they were under attack.


  Poor bastards, he thought.
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  “HURRY UP AND WAIT,” Rose chanted.  “Hurry up and wait.”


  Kurt sighed.  They'd had the opportunity for a shower, as well as a quick nap in the sleep machine, but none of them felt very good.  Spending hours in the cockpit out in space was one thing – it was easy to forget that they were in a tiny starfighter when surrounded by the vastness of interstellar space – yet spending them in the cockpit while in the launch tubes was quite another.  He couldn't really blame Rose for being antsy.  The tension of their first combat jump had faded away, replaced by a tedium that gnawed at their combat readiness.


  He clicked onto the private channel and called her.  “Behave yourself,” he said, sternly.  Had he been such a handful when he’d been a mere pilot?  Rose was supposed to be setting a good example for her new subordinates.  “There is a war on, even if we are not allowed to fight it just yet.”


  Rose snorted, rudely.  “At this rate,” she pointed out, “we will be in no condition to fight when the shit hits the fan.”


  “Hey, you want to complain, go join the reporters,” Kurt said.  “Failing that, shut up and put up.”


  There was no reply, leaving him alone with his thoughts.  Rose was right, unfortunately; the longer they remained psyched up to launch, the less ready they’d be to fight when they actually blasted out of the launch tubes and faced the aliens.  But there was no way to avoid it, unless they gambled on remaining in the ready rooms ... but, given how quickly a situation could move from controlled to a desperate battle for survival, they couldn't rely on being able to launch in time.


  “Sorry,” Rose said, finally.


  Kurt understood.  She was young, without the maturity that came with age and greater experience.  But then, few of the Royal Navy’s starfighter pilots had any real combat experience ... not until now.  Kurt suspected that a few years of heavy fighting would rapidly separate the true pilots from the men and women who had signed up merely to wear the uniform.  Rose, he decided, would be a true pilot with a little more seasoning.


  But, for the moment, she just had to learn to ... hurry up and wait.


  “Don't worry about it,” he said, kindly.  He checked the timer.  Twenty minutes until the shower of rocks cascaded through where the aliens were ... or had been.  Twenty minutes until the aliens knew that they were under attack.  Ark Royal and her flotilla had changed position, of course, but the aliens would still have a rough idea of where they were.  “Just stay alert.”


  He sighed.  It was definitely easier said than done.
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  TED LOOKED UP AT THE display, mentally ticking off the last few minutes before the projectiles flashed through the alien-occupied position.  Behind them, a handful of recon platforms and drones were already manoeuvring closer, hoping to provide an accurate record of just what happened when the projectiles hit home.  It would be risky – the aliens would start looking for the platforms as soon as they knew what had hit them – but he needed to know just how badly hammered the aliens had been.


  “One minute,” Farley said.


  Ted braced himself.  If they’d had more ships, with more projectiles, they could have swept more of space for alien targets.  But they had to work with what they had.  He cautioned himself not to get too optimistic; the projectiles and the alien carriers were tiny, in the grand scheme of things.  It was entirely possible that all they’d do was alert the aliens that they were being watched, without hitting a single target.


  “Thirty seconds,” Farley added.  He counted down the last few seconds.  “Ten ... five ... contact!”
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    Chapter Twenty-Two
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  THE RECON PLATFORM had no name, nor did it want one.  It was nothing more than a cluster of passive sensors, a handful of gas jets and a single laser communicator, governed by the most advanced automated systems the human race had been able to produce.  There was no such thing as a true AI, at least not yet, but the controlling systems were capable of reacting to almost anything.  Now, it opened its passive sensors to their full extent – taking the risk of having them blinded – and watched as the invisible projectiles smashed into the alien fleet.


  Four smaller alien craft and a carrier were hit at once, all four damaged beyond repair.  The remaining carriers brought up their active sensors and started sweeping space for threats, then opened fire with their point defence.  Lacking any armour or means to evade incoming fire, the remaining projectiles started to vanish, one by one.  The recon platform noted that the aliens took several shots to destroy each projectile, but they were definitely capable of putting out enough firepower to do it.  Unbothered by human emotional reactions, the recon platform observed the destruction of another alien carrier, followed by the loss of dozens of other projectiles.  Hundreds of alien starfighters swarmed free, advancing rapidly outwards to locate and destroy other projectiles.  Behind them, the starships brought up their drives and started to fan out rapidly.


  Faithfully, unaware of its impending destruction, the recon platform reported everything to its mothership.
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  IVAN HAD NO DOUBTS.  Like the rest of his team, their emotional reactions had been minimised by the surgeons who had turned them into cyborg commandos.  It was a must, he’d been told when he no longer had the emotional capability to react to what they'd done to him; they didn't dare allow their cyborgs to keep the full range of human emotions.  The horror ordinary humans would feel at losing their genitals and being turned into inhuman monsters was nothing more than a minor notion to the cyborgs.


  Hours of drifting through space in an unpowered shuttlecraft didn't bother him either.  Yes, he knew – intellectually – that the alien sensor grids might locate his shuttlecraft and blow it out of space, vaporising it so completely that they wouldn't have a chance to test their capabilities for operating in space without a spacesuit.  But it was merely an abstract concept to him.  They had a mission and they would complete it or die trying.


  There was no need to talk.  All six cyborgs were linked together through low-power radio signals, allowing them to share thoughts and concepts without needing to open their mouths.  Indeed, as they’d grown closer and closer together, they had stopped talking to others, apart from when it was strictly necessary.  Ordinary humans, even Russians, feared the cyborgs, they knew.  It wasn't something that bothered them.  The cyborgs existed to serve as front-line commandos, nothing else.  If ordinary humans were scared of them, so much the better.


  Now, they prepared themselves as the unpowered missiles went active, coming online and lancing after the alien craft.  The alien frigates didn't seem surprised to come under attack; they merely altered course and started to open fire with their point defence.  Half of the missiles kept targeting the frigates anyway, the remainder altered course and headed down towards the planet.  Assuming the odd radio signals were actually alien settlements, the cyborgs had decided when they were planning the operation, the aliens would have to concentrate on preventing the missiles from punching through the atmosphere.  Unless they had radically good sensors, they would have no way to tell that the missiles carried no warheads.  They’d be forced to assume nukes – or worse.


  The concept of unleashing nuclear fire on alien civilians didn't bother the cyborgs.  They’d had emotional reactions engineered out of them.  Ivan had watched, dispassionately, as his fellow cyborgs had waged murderous war on the enemies of Mother Russia.  The fact that those enemies included subversives who were, technically speaking, Russian themselves didn't bother him either.  If they chose to defy the government’s orders, they deserved all they got.  It had been programmed into him on the day of his rebirth.


  There were times when he wondered who he’d been before he'd entered the cyborg program and turned into a monstrous amalgamation of flesh and metal.  Memories of another life sometimes flickered through his dreams, suggesting that once he’d been something other than a cyborg.  But the dreams were nothing more than illusions, he’d been told.  It wasn't something to concern himself with, not when there was no shortage of work to do.


  At precisely the right moment, the cyborgs uploaded the final set of commands into the shuttle, triggering a series of explosive bolts.  Wrapped in protective orbs, they plunged out of the shuttle and rocked down towards the planet’s atmosphere, surrounded by the pieces of the shuttle.  To human sensors, at least, it would look as through the shuttle had broken up in flight, perhaps after launching the missiles that had bedevilled the alien frigates.  But if it failed ...


  Ivan had no doubts.  He’d done all he could.  Now, all he could do was wait and drop through the planet’s atmosphere.  And if they failed, they failed.


  It was all the same to the cyborgs.
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  “TWO ALIEN CARRIERS destroyed, nine smaller ships picked off,” Farley reported.  He nodded to the display, which was swarming with red icons.  “I think we made them mad.”


  Ted smiled.  “Pull us back towards the tramline,” he ordered, as the alien sensors started to sweep through space for a hint of the flotilla’s presence.  If they managed to get out of the system before the aliens got a clear lock on them, the aliens would waste hours searching for a flotilla that had already departed.  Or maybe they’d just blame everything on the Russian stragglers in the outer system.  “What about the Russian commandos?”


  “They made it into the atmosphere,” Farley said, checking the live feed from one of the probes.  “Other than that ... we don't know.”


  Ted silently wished them good luck, then turned his attention back to the swarming alien fighters.  The aliens seemed determined to ramp up their sensors to the point where human sensors would significantly damage themselves, although their ships showed no traces of the problems human sensors would rapidly develop.  Behind the sensor sweeps, swarms of starfighters were advancing forwards, heading towards the human tramlines.  Someone, Ted realised, was thinking ahead.  The tramlines were the only way out of the system and blocking them was the quickest way to prevent Ark Royal from escaping.


  “Accelerate towards Tramline Three,” he ordered.  The alien starfighters would get there first, but he was quite prepared to bet that Ark Royal could blast her way through them even without the help of the flotilla.  “Launch a second set of drones towards the alien ships and ...”


  The display flared red for a long chilling moment, then faded back to black.  “They swept us with a high-power radar,” Farley reported.  Long minutes passed as they waited to see if the aliens would lock on, then the display turned red again.  This time, it stayed that way.  “They’ve got a solid fix on our location.”


  Ted swore, although he’d expected it from the moment the aliens had started powering up their sensors.  Ark Royal might have been impossible to separate from an asteroid if she’d been lying doggo, but a carrier moving at high speed was instantly recognisable.  On the display, a swarm of alien starfighters turned and gave chase, followed by the smaller ships.


  “Order our starfighters to prepare to launch,” Ted ordered.  “Go active; ramp up our own sensors as much as possible.  There’s no point in trying to hide any longer.”


  “I guess we poked the hornet’s nest,” Fitzwilliam said, from the CIC.  “Mass drivers are unlikely to score hits at this range.”


  Ted nodded.  The alien ships were accelerating forwards, but they were also altering their courses randomly, making it impossible to predict their location in time to fire at them with the mass drivers.  Besides, with a swarm of starfighters covering their asses, it was unlikely that any projectiles would get through and do some real damage.  Shotgunning them might have an effect, but not enough to make the expenditure worthwhile.


  “The newcomers are also on their way,” Farley noted.  “They’re pulling quite a high clip.”


  “Fast buggers,” Fitzwilliam’s voice said.  “I don’t think we could match them.”


  “True,” Ted agreed.  The alien carriers didn't seem to have a better acceleration rate that a modern human carrier – which still gave them an edge over Ark Royal – but the alien battlecruisers definitely had the highest acceleration rate ever recorded.  It would be tricky for a human ship to match it, at least without heavy reengineering.  But it was clear that they were going to have to do just that, sooner rather than later.  “Calculate prospective intercept vectors.”


  He ran through them in his head, then checked them against the computer.  The larger alien ships were unlikely to run them down until they crossed the tramline, but the smaller fighters would definitely try to slow them down.  Even if they hadn't improved their weaponry, Ted knew he couldn't rule out the prospect of a lucky shot ... or, for that matter, the simple destruction of his ship’s ability to shoot back.  Once they’d stripped Ark Royal of her defences, they would allow the bigger ships to catch up and blow his carrier apart.


  “Enemy fighters will enter intercept range in ten minutes,” Farley warned.


  And if they had mass drivers, they would have used them by now, Ted told himself.  He hoped, desperately, that he was right.  A single direct hit with a mass driver would smash his ship like an eggshell.


  “Launch fighters at the seven minute mark,” Ted ordered.  That should give his pilots enough time to launch and get into intercept position.  “Hold the bombers for the moment.”


  Silently, he cursed the decision not to build any more Ark Royal-class carriers ... or even makeshift escort carriers.  He didn't have the starfighters to cover both his hull and escort the bombers to their targets, while the aliens – with their multirole fighters – had no trouble doing both.  Maybe he should have pleaded with the Admiralty to assign additional modern carriers to the flotilla ... but he knew they would have refused.  The modern carriers, once the queens of space, were now too vulnerable to be easily risked.


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.  “Fighters are primed now.”


  “Use one of the drones to try to raise the planet,” Ted ordered.  If the Russians had any form of passive sensors left in orbit – or even simple ground-based telescopes – they'd know that someone was attacking the occupation force.  And there was definitely no point in trying to hide now.  “Transmit the pre-recorded message and wait for a reply.”


  Until the drone is destroyed, he thought, absently.  The planners might not have realised it, but the moment the drone started transmitting its signal, the aliens would know precisely where it was lurking.  They’d send a starfighter to vaporise it within minutes.  But at least the Russians on the ground, assuming they still have a radio receiver, would know that they weren't alone.


  But they’d also know that the human raiders had retreated.


  He shook his head, absently.  There was no alternative.  The Russians would know, at least, that the rest of human space remained free ... and that the aliens were far from invincible.  And they would have hope ...


  #
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  TO AN UNPREPARED CIVILIAN, the tactical display was a indecipherable mixture of red and green lights, dancing around in seemingly random patterns.  The fact that most of his fellow reporters couldn't understand what they were seeing, Marcus Yang suspected, was all that was stopping them from panicking.  Marcus, who could read it, could tell that a formidable alien force was giving chase, bent on destroying the imprudent carrier that had given them a bloody nose.


  He settled back, watching – with some private amusement – the reactions shown by his fellow reporters.  Barbie seemed shocked at the carnage, even though it was minuscule compared to the Battle of New Russia.  No, the first Battle of New Russia, he corrected himself.  One way or another, this was definitely the second.  Other reporters seemed almost pleased.  They knew that humanity hitting back would make for high ratings ... assuming, of course, they survived the experience.


  Barbie looked over at him, her too-wide eyes disturbingly inhuman in the darkened compartment.  “What is happening now?”


  Marcus hesitated, then made a deliberate decision to be kind.  “We’re withdrawing from the system,” he said, which was true enough.  If, of course, a few of the details – such as an onrushing alien fleet – were left out.  “You’ll have time to file your story soon enough.”


  Barbie gave him a pitiful glare.  “How can you be so calm?”


  Marcus shrugged.  “Whatever happens, happens,” he said.  Being an embed in ground forces had taught him that bullets, IEDs and mortar shells were no respecters of press credentials.  Nor were insurgents, as a general rule, and they tended to be savvy enough to check which reporters they’d kidnapped before deciding what to do with them.  Some reporters had been released with exclusive interviews, others had been brutally raped, tortured and then murdered.  “There's nothing I can do about it, so why worry?”


  He smiled at her.  The display kept them curiously disconnected from reality, but that would change when the aliens started hammering at Ark Royal’s hull.  And they would, he was sure; this time, the aliens had enough firepower to just punch their way through the carrier’s defenders.


  “You may as well relax too,” he added.  “There’s nothing you can do to help or hinder operations.”
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  “LAUNCH FIGHTERS,” TED ordered.


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.  He pressed a switch on his console.  “Fighters launching, now.”
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  KURT WINCED AS THE starfighter rocketed out the launch tube and into open space, followed rapidly by the rest of his pilots.  Ahead of them, one cluster of alien fighters rested on the tramline; behind them, a colossal cloud of alien starfighters was catching up rapidly with the flotilla.  There were so many of them that the sensors seemed to be having problems picking individual starfighters out of the cloud.  Kurt had never seen so many starfighters outside exercises and flying displays for the King’s birthday.


  “Wonderful,” Rose said.  She sounded better, now they were in open space with an enemy force bearing down on them.  They could take their frustration out on the enemy pilots.  “I make it twenty enemy fighters each.  We’ll all be aces by the time this is done.”


  “True,” Kurt agreed.  “Alpha and Beta squadrons; break up the enemy formation.  Delta and Gamma, mind the carrier.”


  The starfighters rocketed forwards, slipping past the frigates moving into intercept positions.  Kurt scowled at them, hoping and praying that the IFF systems worked perfectly, even though he feared they wouldn’t.  It was bad enough with British systems alone, but when several other nations were involved ... he gritted his teeth.  In hindsight, the strongest argument against there being any foreknowledge of the alien attack was that there had been no attempt to ensure that all human technology was compatible.


  But if someone had tried, he thought, would it have been accepted?


  He pushed the thought aside as his squadron raced towards the alien craft at a staggering closing speed.  Quickly, he flipped his weapons on to automatic – he'd have to gamble that the computers didn't accidentally take a shot at an allied starfighter – then braced himself, keeping his starfighter on a random course.  It seemed only seconds before the guns started chattering away, spitting out tiny balls of metal towards the alien fighters.  Kurt saw a handful of icons vanish from the display, only to be replaced instantly by other alien craft.  His starfighters weren't replaced so quickly ...


  “Alpha-five and Alpha-seven are gone,” Alpha-nine reported.  Kurt hadn't even seen Alpha-seven die.  “Alpha-three is disabled ...”


  Lucky bastard, Kurt thought.  A fluke, a million-to-one shot that had damaged a starfighter, rather than destroying it outright.  Behind him, the alien starfighters disengaged and roared towards the flotilla.  Cursing, he yanked his starfighter around and gave chase, while Delta and Gamma squadrons rose up to cover the carrier.  There were so many alien starfighters that some of them were almost certain to get through.
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  “INCOMING STARFIGHTERS,” Farley reported.  “Weapons range in thirty seconds.”


  “Open fire as soon as they enter effective weapons range,” Ted ordered.  The alien starfighters were ducking and weaving past the frigates, refusing to engage them.  It made sense, Ted knew; if they could cripple Ark Royal, the frigates were unlikely to make any difference to the balance of power.  Still, he would have preferred the aliens to show tactical inflexibility rather than a limited degree of imagination.  “Fire at will.”


  He braced himself as the starfighters roared down on the carrier, scorching her hull with plasma bolts.  It looked like random fire – it was random fire, he knew – but it had a very definite purpose.  The aliens didn't have to target precisely to do damage ... and, for them, spraying and praying was actually a viable tactic.  Piece by piece, the damage mounted ...


  The carrier shuddered, slightly.


  “Report,” Ted snapped.


  “One of the aliens crashed into our hull,” Anderson said.  “No major damage, sir.”


  But the minor damage was steadily mounting up, Ted knew.  One of the mass drivers was already crippled and would need a week of repair before it was ready to use again.  Other weapons and sensor blisters had already been destroyed, crippling the carrier’s ability to defend herself.


  “Captain,” Farley snapped.  Ted heard a hint of panic in his voice.  “New contacts!”


  Ted swung around and stared at the display.  A new series of red icons had appeared, right in front of them ... and blocking their escape route from the system.


  They were trapped.
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    Chapter Twenty-Three
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  FOR A MOMENT, TED’S tired mind refused to believe his eyes.  How the hell had the aliens managed to get a force in position to come through the tramline and block their escape?  If the aliens had a way to communicate at FTL speeds, without sending ships through the tramlines, humanity was thoroughly screwed.  There was no way to move inside the alien decision-making loop when the alien leadership could follow events at the front from hundreds of light years away.


  Or was it just sheer luck?  The aliens had known that the flotilla was poking around; they might have stationed a fleet in the system, then ordered it to move after Ark Royal once the alien fleet at New Russia came under attack.  It would work ... and it would have the advantage of confusing their enemies.  Ted pushed the thought aside for later contemplation as the aliens started to deploy.  He could attack the newcomers – he would have to attack the newcomers, if he wanted to use that tramline – and yet the force in to pursuit would catch up and overwhelm the flotilla.  If he turned back to fight them, he would still be overwhelmed.


  His mind worked frantically, searching for a solution.  There was no way they could break contact and hide, not with the aliens close enough to track them even if they shut down all systems and pretended to be a hole in space.  The aliens would have a rough idea of where they were, allowing them to sweep space until they stumbled over the lurking carrier.  And that assumed they managed to break contact for a few seconds in the first place.  Nor could the other tramlines be reached ...


  He pulled up the in-system display and contemplated it.  New Russia had five human-usable tramlines, three of which led to other human settlements.  The aliens would have blockaded them by now, placing smaller forces in position to intercept anything that came through the tramlines – or Ark Royal, if she attempted to make it out.  One more – the one he had intended to use – was also thoroughly blockaded, but the other ...?  He looked down at the reports from the drones and frowned.  They might just be able to make it.


  It could be a trap, he knew.  Maybe it led to a red giant, utterly useless to anyone save astronomers who wanted to study, but it was still odd for the aliens to leave it uncovered.  But it did make a certain kind of sense.  The aliens didn't have unlimited numbers of ships, so they covered the most important targets, assuming that Tramline Five wouldn't be used by a human counterattack.  They might well be right, Ted considered.  Tramline Five led away from the core of human space and Earth.  At the very least, Ark Royal was committing herself and her fleet to several months away from human contact.


  “Set course for Tramline Five,” he ordered.  “Maximum speed.”


  He gritted his teeth.  On the display, the alien starfighters were swooping back for another engagement.  They’d already stripped Ark Royal of a handful of point defence weapons; now, they were taking advantage of the carrier’s blind spots to get closer to the hull and take out other targets.  His own starfighters were chasing them down, at the risk of being accidentally picked off themselves by the carrier’s point defence.  If the battering continued, the aliens would eventually render the carrier completely defenceless.


  “Target the alien carriers with missiles,” he ordered, “then launch decoys.  Confuse them as long as possible.”


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.


  Ted forced himself to remain calm and composed on the outside, even through part of him wanted to panic and the rest of him wanted a drink.  The crew couldn't see their commander panicking, not when they knew they were in deep shit.  He cursed inwardly as one of the frigates vanished, even as the remainder opened fire.  A second salvo of missiles headed towards the newcomers, forcing them to look to their own defence.  Farley hastily reprogrammed some of the missiles to take out incoming alien starfighters, using the nukes to sweep space clean.  The aliens rapidly adapted and spread out, refusing to allow the humans to pick them off again.


  He felt a dull tremor running through the carrier as she altered course, heading up and away from the system plane towards Tramline Five.  For a long moment, the combination of ECM drones and nuclear explosions seemed to confuse the aliens, but it didn't last long enough for Ark Royal to break contact.  The ECM crews took advantage of the brief pause to launch additional drones, giving the aliens several possible targets to engage.  Ted would take whatever distraction he could get, but he knew it wouldn't last very long.  Ark Royal was the only target shooting back at the aliens, after all.


  “Order the flotilla to cover our back,” he added.  He’d started the operation with twenty-four frigates.  Now, he had eighteen, several of which had taken heavy damage.  But it would be a great deal worse, he knew, when the aliens got into weapons range.  “And deploy the modified nukes, both types.”


  One of the brighter eggheads on Earth had speculated that the alien plasma cannons used magnetic fields to keep the bursts of superheated plasma under control.  So far, duplicating the technique had proven beyond humanity’s technology, but the egghead had gone on to suggest that an EMP might successfully disrupt the containment field, causing the aliens to lose control of their weapons.  There might even be an explosion, the egghead had predicted, when the containment field failed.  At the very least, the EMP would cripple the alien ability to keep firing.


  Ted had his doubts.  Humans had been building EMP-shielding into their technology since the day they’d first realised the potentially devastating effects of an electromagnetic pulse.  The first use of EMP-weapons in war had only underlined the dangers, forcing the development of countermeasures forward at terrifying speed.  Surely, the aliens would have gone through their own period of using nukes ... but the egghead had doubted that the aliens could shield their magnetic containment fields.  Now ... Ted braced himself.  The concept was about to the put to the test.


  “Nukes away, sir,” Farley said.  Unpowered, the missiles would slip through the cloud of alien starfighters ... unless they got very unlucky and actually struck an alien ship directly.  “Time to detonation, seven minutes.”


  Ted nodded.  The alien frigates were closing in rapidly, threatening to bring their plasma weapons to bear on humanity’s frigates.  No matter the sheer weight of armour wrapped about the ships, Ted knew, the human frigates were doomed if the aliens entered firing range.  He wondered, absently, how long it would take the eggheads to come up with a directed energy weapon humans could use, one that worked better than point defence lasers.  Even a small level of armour could provide protection against the lasers.


  The display flared red, suddenly.  “The enemy got a clear shot at Rio,” Farley reported.  “She’s badly damaged, sir ...”


  Another icon flared red, then vanished.  “She’s gone,” Farley said.


  Ted winced.  Another human frigate, a crew of thirty men and women, gone in an instant.  But there was no time to mourn.  A moment later, the analysts started twittering for his attention.  He hesitated, then keyed the switch to hear what they had to say.  They seemed to believe that the aliens had fired at extreme range, damaging Rio rather than destroying her outright.  It had been the secondary damage that had killed the ship.  Under the circumstances, Ted found it hard to care about the difference.  The ship was still dead.


  “Nukes detonating now,” Farley said, sharply.  “EMPs ... underway.”


  “Good,” Ted said.  If the EMPs failed, they'd just wasted a handful of nukes for nothing.  “Let me know ...”


  One of the alien craft flared white on the display, then vanished.  Others seemed to stagger briefly, the sensors picking up odd flickers of energy on their hulls.  The remainder stepped down their drives, allowing the distance between them and their prey to widen.  Ted laughed as he realised that, for once, the eggheads had got something right.  The destroyed ship must have been on the verge of unleashing a full blast of plasma itself, only to lose containment as the EMP detonated.


  “Deploy the second set of nukes,” Ted ordered.  On the display, the alien starfighters seemed to be pulling back, sweeping empty space rather than going after human targets.  It looked odd, almost as if they were giving up the chase ... it took him a long moment to realise that they were looking for other nukes.  “Then launch powered missiles towards the alien starfighters.”


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.
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  KURT FELT SWEAT TRICKLING down his back as he pulled his starfighter around and fired a burst of pellets towards a retreating alien fighter.  They missed; he swore venomously as warning lights blinked up on the display, reminding him that he was critically low on ammunition.  The aliens, damn them, could keep firing indefinitely, but the humans needed to reload ... he glanced at the shared datanet and swore again.  He was by no means the only pilot who needed to reload his weapons.


  “Beta, return to the hanger and rearm,” he ordered.  His pilots needed a nap, a shower and some food, perhaps not in that order, but they weren't going to get it.  Ark Royal had won a breathing space, yet he knew better than to think it would last long enough for anything other than a quick reloading session.  “Alpha; hold position and wait.”


  The fighting seemed to die down as the aliens continued their withdrawal, clearly taking the time necessary to work out what had happened to their frigate and devise countermeasures.  Kurt busied himself by supervising the reloading process, then devising a potential attack pattern of his own.  If nukes could strip an enemy craft of its point defence – and it looked like they could – he could use a nuke to clear the way for the bombers.  But it would only work, he realised numbly, if the aliens were actually charging up their weapons when the nuke detonated.  Or were their weapons always charged?  The records suggested, very strongly, that the aliens could discharge plasma bursts from all over their hull.


  He felt his entire body aching as he returned his fighter to the hanger, then waited impatiently as the ground crew hastily reloaded his guns.  They’d drilled, time and time again, until it took no longer than five minutes to reload and prepare for a second launch, but it was always different when they were under fire.  At least the aliens still seemed to be keeping their distance, although both of their formations were starting to merge into one.  It didn't look as though they had a third force in position to cut the humans off ...


  “I'm getting too old for this shit,” he muttered.  “I should have volunteered for the home defence squadrons.”


  “And then you would never have your pretty uniform mussed,” Rose said, sardonically.  “And all the pretty girls would know you for a coward.”


  Kurt cursed – he was too tired to remember that everything he said was broadcast to the rest of the squadron – as the other pilots added their comments.  Most of them seemed to agree that being assigned to a home defence squadron was the same as being sentenced to a very slow death, even though it was quite likely that the home defence squadrons would last longer.  But then, there had always been a tendency to undervalue such squadrons.  They might not have been assigned to carriers, but that didn't make them cowards.  Hell, Kurt honestly had never met a pilot who hadn't applied to serve on a carrier.  It was always more exciting than being assigned to a home defence squadron.


  “You ask me, sir,” another pilot put in, “it's the same in starfighters as it is in fucking.”


  Kurt rolled his eyes.  “Really?”


  “Of course, sir,” the pilot said.  “You get into your bird and take her to heaven, twice a day.”


  There was a long pause.  “I seem to recall,” Rose said, sweetly, “that both of your last two girlfriends ended up together.”


  “Hey,” the pilot protested.


  “They must have bonded over the trauma of dating you,” Rose added.  “I think they were planning to get married, the last I heard.”


  Kurt smiled, although he knew there was little true humour in the situation.  They knew, they all knew, that death was likely to claim them soon enough.  Joking around was their way of dealing with it.  But, at the end of the day, it wasn't likely to matter.  He spared a thought for his children – and Molly, no matter how much they argued – and gripped his stick as the starfighter was hurled back into space.  The aliens were resuming the attack.
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  “THEY TOOK OUT THE POWERED missiles, sir,” Farley reported.  “But the unpowered warheads are in position.”


  Ted nodded.  “Activate them as soon as the enemy come within range, keyed to detonate at the first possible moment,” he ordered.  On the display, the aliens had reorganised their squadrons, their starfighters zooming ahead, coming in for the kill.  The brief pause in combat hadn't been anything like enough for the damage control parties to perform anything other than brief repairs.  “And then move our starfighters to cover our hull.”


  He held his breath as the alien starfighters roared past the missiles, ignoring them completely.  Instead, they rocketed down towards Ark Royal ... he muttered orders, sending his starfighters out to engage them before they could slip into one of the new blind spots, then watched as the enemy carriers closed in on the hidden missiles.


  “Detonation,” Farley snapped.


  Ted allowed himself a smirk as the first warhead detonated, channelling all of its power into a laser beam that slashed into the alien hull.  Ark Royal would have taken most of the blow on her armour, but the aliens hadn't seen fit to wrap their carriers in layers of protective shielding.  The blast tore into one of the carriers, sending it rolling out of formation.  Behind it, the alien frigates and battlecruisers spread out, searching for new threats.  Now, Ted knew, they could no longer rely on their point defence to take out human missiles before they became dangerous.


  He looked back at the in-system display, hastily weighing their chances.  If they could last another thirty minutes, they could reach Tramline Five ... but the aliens would follow them through the jump.  He briefly considered attempting to mine the exit point, yet he knew that it would be a chancy operation.  The aliens might not run into one of the contact nukes as they exited the tramline.  Instead ...


  “Engineering,” he said, “I want you to prepare to eject as much debris as possible, as soon as we hop through the tramline.”


  “Understood,” Anderson said.  “You propose to trick them into believing that we destroyed ourselves?”


  “Yes,” Ted said.  If a Puller Drive was badly damaged, it wasn't unknown for a starship to arrive at her destination star system in pieces.  Ark Royal was nowhere near that badly damaged, but it was unlikely the aliens knew that.  And, if the explosion seemed big enough, it might well have swallowed the other ships too.  “Let them think us gone.”


  “We don’t have enough debris to pull it off,” Anderson said.  “But we could probably create the illusion on this side of the tramline, if you don't mind losing the ECM drones.”


  Ted smirked.  Each ECM drone cost upwards of a billion pounds apiece and he was sure to face some hard questions from the beancounters when they returned to Earth, but the alternative was losing Ark Royal herself.  No, he decided, shaking his head.  The bureaucrats could go hang.  If they wanted to complain, they could do it afterwards, when at least he would have brought his ship home.


  “See to it,” he ordered.


  The alien attack grew more savage as the human ships crawled closer and closer to Tramline Five.  Thankfully, the alien capital ships seemed to be keeping their distance, but the starfighters pressed the attack time and time again.  Ted watched, grimly, as two of his starfighters were lost because the pilots were too tired to focus properly on what they were doing.  Between tiredness and the aliens, he might lose a third of his starfighters before they even managed to make it out of the cursed system.


  Finally, Anderson called him.  “Everything is in order, sir,” he said.  “I recommend having the starfighters docked to our hull when we make the jump.  And that we fire missiles and mass drivers at the aliens to keep them occupied.”


  Ted nodded.  “Do it,” he ordered Farley.  Ahead of them, Tramline Five blinked on the display.  “Launch the drones as soon as we reach the outer edge of the tramline.”


  The alien starfighters pulled back as the missiles were launched, leaving the carrier alone as they engaged the missiles.  Oddly, they didn't seem to care about the mass driver-launched projectiles, although they might simply have calculated that there was little chance of the projectiles hitting anything important.  Ted gripped the side of his command chair as the drones went to work, skilfully creating a false image that should confuse the aliens long enough for them to jump ...


  “Jumping ... now,” Lightbridge said.


  Space seemed to twist around the massive carrier as she jumped through the tramline.  Behind them, the drones created the illusion of the carrier’s sudden destruction, caught in a gravimetric fold that smashed her and her comrades into rubble.  The aliens would want to believe it, Ted knew.  But would they?


  “Jump completed,” Lightbridge said.  “No enemy contacts detected.”


  “Activate full stealth protocol,” Ted ordered.  The advantage of hitting the tramline at speed was that there was no way to predict their vector on the other side.  Even their arrival point could be dangerously random.  “I don't want a single hint of betraying emissions to reach their sensors.”


  And then pray, he added, in the privacy of his own thoughts.  If the aliens caught them with drives, weapons and sensors stepped down, they were dead.
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    Chapter Twenty-Four
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  KURT GUIDED HIS STARFIGHTER into the landing bay then sagged, barely able to move.  He was utterly exhausted.  Part of him just wanted to close his eyes and sleep, even though he knew he had to move.  The aliens could be on them at any moment.  Somehow, he managed to open the hatch and stumble out onto the deck.  None of his fellow pilots, even the younger ones, looked much better.


  “All hands,” the intercom blared, “rig for silent running.  I say again, rig for silent running.”


  “Crap,” Kurt muttered.  They were all exhausted – and yet, at least one squadron would have to remain on alert.  He looked up, then keyed his communicator.  “Move the bomber pilots to the spare fighters and prime them for immediate launch.”


  Shouldn't be trying to combine CAG duties with flying duties, he mocked himself, as he led the way through the airlock and into the ready room.  He knew he was right; the CAG should remain separate from his squadrons, not leading them into battle.  But there just weren’t enough pilots onboard for him to refuse to fly a starfighter.  And he didn't want to stand on his rights and refuse to fly.  There was a reason CAGs weren't always taken seriously unless they flew every so often.


  His fingers refused to cooperate properly as he wrestled with his flight suit.  It took several minutes to remove it and leave it on the deck as he stumbled into the shower and gasped as icy cold water washed over his body.  Behind him, the other pilots stumbled in, too tired to indulge in the laughing and joking they would normally have used to break the tension.  He caught a glimpse of a female pilot’s breasts, then forced himself to look away, damning himself for staring.  It was a breakdown in discipline his squadron could ill afford.


  Somehow, he managed to make it out of the shower and over to the sleep machines.  Using them was never pleasant – they would need to catch up on natural sleep sooner rather than later – but there was no choice.  A natural sleep couldn't be broken so easily, even if it did mean less wear and tear on their mood.  Issuing a quick flurry of orders, he climbed into one of the machines and pulled the hatch down over his head.  Moments later, he was asleep.


  #
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  SOMEONE – THE FILE refused to say who – had named the red star Barong.  Ted puzzled over it for a long moment, then decided it didn’t matter.  Barong had nothing to interest anyone, apart from a pair of tramlines that led to New Russia and Vera Cruz.  Even the handful of asteroids and comets weren't particularly interesting.  There was barely enough of them to sustain a very tiny settlement.


  “No sign of pursuit,” Farley reported.  “I ...”


  He broke off as red icons appeared on the display.  “Contact,” he snapped.  The mood on the bridge sank rapidly.  “Four frigate-sized craft, Captain.”


  Ted swore.  He'd known better than to think they’d fool the aliens for long, but he had hoped ... and now those hopes had been shattered.  But the aliens had come through the tramline at some distance from them, enough – he prayed desperately – for them to overlook the carrier when they started searching in earnest.  If they did start searching in earnest ...


  “Keep a sharp eye on them,” he ordered.  It was possible that the aliens would merely maintain a watch for several hours, then pull back.  Or that they would go doggo themselves and wait for the carrier to reveal herself.  “Alert me if they start probing space near us.”


  He silently ran through the vectors in his mind.  Ark Royal might have been unpowered, but she was still moving away from the tramline at a considerable speed.  Given enough time, they might make it far enough from the alien craft to be able to manoeuvre without being detected, although it would take days.  He shook his head.  Days of rest, recuperation and repair work sounded very good right now.


  “Understood, sir,” Farley said.  He sounded tired, utterly exhausted.  “So far, they’re just holding position.”


  Ted scowled, trying to put himself in his enemy’s shoes.  What would he think, if he thought he’d seen the carrier he was chasing accidentally destroy herself?  Would he suspect a trap or would he gloat over his victory and return to preparing the invasion of human space?  Ted knew, naturally, that it was a trick.  It was hard to imagine what the enemy would do when he knew that ... and that the enemy was thoroughly alien.  Who knew what would seem to make sense to them?


  “Then we will do nothing,” he said.  He shrugged.  There was no shortage of repair work that had to be done.  The point defence network had to be repaired, the mass drivers had to be reloaded ... he smiled, thinking of the asteroids drifting in orbit around the dull red star.  A few days of intensive mining and processing and they’d have more than enough projectiles to rebuild their stockpiles.  “Contact the other ships.  I want a complete breakdown of their status.”


  He sighed as he leaned back in his chair.  “And then switch out the Alpha shift completely,” he added.  “Tell everyone that I want them to get at least a few hours of rest.”


  His earpiece buzzed, two minutes later.  “Captain,” Fitzwilliam said.  “Might I advise you to get some rest too?”


  Ted shook his head, then remembered that his XO couldn't see him.  “No,” he said.  Rest sounded a very good idea right now, but he knew his duty.  “I have to stay on the bridge.”


  “Captain,” Fitzwilliam said, “you’ve been in command for the last twenty hours.  You need some rest.  As your XO, I must insist on it.”


  “You must insist,” Ted repeated.  It was true; one of the duties of the XO was to point out when the Captain was overworking himself.  The duty was laid down in naval regulations, but it made for some awkward conversations.  Ted had never heard of any other XO actually carrying out the duty.  But then, it wasn't the sort of thing that would be recorded in starship logbooks.  “And yourself?”


  “I snatched a nap before we launched the attack,” Fitzwilliam reminded him.  “I’ll take the next few hours on the bridge, then you can relieve me.”


  Ted sighed and gave up.  “Very well,” he said.  “You take the bridge.  I’ll be in my office.”


  He looked back at the display as the channel closed.  The alien ships were still holding position, watching and waiting.  If they started to search ... but they weren’t moving.  Every moment they delayed, he knew, Ark Royal’s chances of escape grew much stronger.  But realistically ... all they would have to do was blockade the two tramlines and prevent the carrier from leaving the system.  If, of course, they thought the carrier was still intact.


  The hatch opened, revealing Fitzwilliam.  Ted took a moment of petty pleasure in noting that the XO looked tired and exhausted himself, then rose to his feet and surrendered the bridge to his subordinate.  The XO eyed him for a long moment, clearly concerned, then nodded towards the office hatch.  Tiredly, Ted left the bridge and stepped into his office, then noticed that his terminal was blinking.  The list of dead officers and men – mainly starfighter pilots – was waiting for him.


  Ted glanced at it, then cursed under his breath.  He knew he should feel something – anything – for the dead, but he was too tired to let their loss affect him.  Instead, he sat down on the sofa, then lay down and closed his eyes.  Sleep overwhelmed him seconds later.


  #
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  “IT’LL TAKE US AT LEAST four days to close all the blind spots,” Anderson said.  “The bastards did a damn good job of peeling away our defences.”


  James sighed, rubbing his forehead.  His head hurt, but he didn't dare take anything for it, not even a simple painkiller.  The last thing he needed was to have his judgement impaired any further.  Even as it was, he was deeply worried about accidentally doing something that would alert the aliens to their position.  The carrier was in no state to fight off a renewed offensive.


  The Chief Engineer was right, he knew.  Ark Royal had lost enough of her point defence to make her hellishly vulnerable, although none of the internal systems and power conduits had actually been destroyed.  Given time, the damage could be repaired, while the destroyed weapons could be replaced from the stockpiles they’d taken onboard before they’d departed from Earth.  But would they have the time?


  “Start work as soon as possible, but remember we have to remain undetected,” he ordered.  Ideally, he would have preferred to wait a week, long enough to place quite some distance between themselves and the alien craft even without the main drives.  But if the aliens caught them now, they wouldn't have a hope of fighting back long enough to reach the other tramline.  “I don't want a single betraying emission.”


  Anderson gave him an offended look.  “My crew are not amateurs,” he said, crossly.  “They know what they’re doing.”


  James opened his mouth to deliver a stinging rebuke, then realised that the engineer was as exhausted as everyone else.  “Get some sleep first,” he said, instead.  “Your second can handle the work.”


  “I don’t trust anyone to work on the Old Lady without supervision,” Anderson said, flatly.  “With your permission ...?”


  “Keep me informed,” James said.  Four days of work, all of which had to be undertaken without emitting a single betraying pulse of energy that would bring the aliens down on them like a hammer.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  “And don’t hesitate to conscript others if you need more hands.”


  He sighed, remembering one of the stories passed down from his illustrious ancestors.  One particular Fitzwilliam had shocked his aristocratic relatives by taking command of a submarine, rather than an aircraft carrier or a battleship, during the war against Adolf Hitler and the Nazis.  That Fitzwilliam had once spent several days being hunted by German ships after a mission into the Baltic Sea had gone badly wrong.  James hadn't understood how his ancestor had felt, not until now.  Detection would mean almost certain death.


  His console chimed.  “Commander,” Midshipwomen Lopez said, “the reporters would like to speak with you at your earliest convenience.”


  James bit down the response that came to mind.  “Tell them that I will speak with them as soon as it is convenient,” he said.  “And until then, they should go back to their cabins and get some sleep.  It will not be convenient for at least a day.”


  And longer, if I can swing it, he thought, inwardly.  As XO, it was his duty to supervise the repair work, check the revised duty rosters and generally take as much of the burden of day-to-day administration as possible upon himself.  If he was lucky, that should take more than just one day ... and it was all urgent.  Some of it, he knew, could be reasonably put aside until they returned to friendly space, but the rest was quite important.  The reporters might have to wait several days for an interview.


  He wondered, absently, what they’d thought of the battle.  Despite the battering the carrier’s weapons and sensors had taken, there hadn't been much actual evidence of combat apart from the view on the display.  If even hardened naval officers could become detached from the realities of space combat, what might happen to reporters who didn't really comprehend what they were seeing.  No doubt their reports, when they were finally filed, would consist of nothing more than poorly-written nonsense.  They’d probably been disappointed when their consoles had failed to explode.


  The hours ticked past, one by one.  James watched the aliens warily, but they refused to move or do anything other than just wait by the tramline.  Were they more patient than humans, as a general rule, or simply too unimaginative to do anything other than follow orders?  But wouldn't that mean that their superiors had imaginations?  The Royal Navy taught its officers to use their best judgement, taking the initiative wherever possible, yet other space navies had different ideas.  James had watched a Russian exercise from a distance and he'd been struck by how little freedom the Russian junior officers had, compared to their British counterparts.


  Puzzling over it, he brought up the recordings of the battle and went through them, piece by piece.  The analysts were already working on the records, but he wanted to see the raw data.  It was clear, he decided, that the aliens were preparing their next operation, although there was no way to deduce the target.  But Ark Royal had shocked them badly.  They’d be wiser to reconsider whatever attack plan they’d had in mind.


  But what did they have in mind?


  Human tactical doctrine called for pushing the attack as hard as possible, right into the teeth of enemy fortifications.  If the human race lost its industrial base, defeat was certain, all the more so as no one had any idea where the aliens were located.  A deep-strike mission couldn't be mounted without a target, unless they were prepared to spend months – if not years – exploring stars almost at random.  But the aliens ... they’d hit a handful of small colonies, then New Russia, then they’d launched a probing attack that had been smacked back ...


  He shook his head.  Had Ark Royal shocked them so badly that they'd call a halt, long enough to reconsider their tactics?


  Pushing the thought out of his mind, he called Midshipwomen Lopez.  “Make sure the Captain gets something to eat,” he ordered.  The entire crew needed food as well as rest; he’d already had food distributed to crews at their stations, even though it was technically against regulations.  But then, the bureaucrats had never imagined having to fight for more than a few brief hours.  Hell, they probably hadn't imagined ever having to fight at all.  “And then get some sleep yourself.”


  “Aye, sir,” the young woman said.


  Two hours later, when the Captain returned to the bridge, he looked refreshed.  James allowed himself a moment of relief, then gratefully headed back to his cabin.  He needed sleep too – and some time to think.  One conclusion was inescapable.  They had exchanged one trap for another.


  And, unless the aliens got very careless, there was little hope of escape.


  #
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  KURT FELT THICK-HEADED as he opened his eyes and glanced up at the timer.  Six hours.  Six hours of sleep in a sleep machine.  He could have scored six hours of natural sleep and woken up feeling better, if still rather shattered by the experience.  Annoyed, he opened the hatch and sat upright, silently grateful that he hadn't bothered to dress before climbing into the sleep machine.  He’d have to put himself on report later, he knew, but it made it easier to climb back into the shower.  A quick check revealed that the aliens hadn't come anywhere near them while he’d been resting in enforced sleep.


  Shaking his head, he finished washing himself, pulled on a robe and made his way down to his office.  The list of slain pilots was waiting for him, demanding immediate attention.  As CAG, it was his duty to write a brief note to their next-of-kin, telling them how and why their relatives had died.  But it was a duty he couldn't bring himself to handle, not now.  Instead, he called up the pilot rosters and rapidly reworked the squadrons.  The bomber pilots would have to be permanently assigned to fighters, he decided.  There was no reason to keep them in reserve if their normal craft couldn't be deployed against the aliens.


  He looked up as the hatch opened, revealing Rose.  She managed to look disgustingly alert, he noticed, as she stepped through the hatch and sat down on the spare chair.  The dressing gown clung to her body in a number of enticing places ... embarrassed, he looked away.  He was almost old enough to be her father.


  “They’re still out there,” she said, quietly.  “They could find us at any moment.”


  Kurt nodded.  He would have preferred to be flying against the enemy or even running away, not drifting through space praying that the aliens wouldn't notice them.  But he knew there was no real alternative.  If the aliens realised where they were, they would bring overwhelming force to bear against Ark Royal.  The carrier would fight hard, but she would be eventually overwhelmed.


  “You did well,” Rose added, rising to her feet.  “Very well.”


  She tugged at her belt.  It fell free, allowing the dressing gown to fall open.  Kurt stared, hypnotised by the sight of her breasts bobbing free.  Her pink nipples seemed to twitch, demanding his attention.  Suddenly, it was very hard to breathe.


  A hundred objections ran through his mind.  He was a married man – but it was unlikely he would ever see his wife and children again.  He was old enough to be her father – and yet she'd chosen him.  He was ... her hands tugged at his robe, pulling it right open.  Somehow, almost of their own volition, his hands reached for her breasts, then slipped down to her buttocks.  All objections fled as he pulled her closer to him, feeling his penis already standing to attention ...


  Afterwards, he couldn't help feeling regret, even a little guilty.  He had betrayed Molly, broken the wedding vows that he’d made in good faith.  Their relationship might be dented, yet it was not gone.  But he knew what had driven Rose, just as it had driven him to accept her offer.  The desire not to die without feeling a fellow human’s touch, one last time.


  He looked up at the display and shivered.  The alien ships were still there.


  Waiting.
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    Chapter Twenty-Five
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  “WE COULD PROBABLY GET to the asteroids,” Charles said.  “We’re experienced in such matters.”


  The XO shook his head.  Three days of drifting in space hadn't convinced the aliens that Ark Royal was dead.  Their ships remained on the tramline to New Russia, watching and waiting for the humans to show themselves.  And, in the meantime, the stress was starting to take its toll on the crew.


  “Too risky,” he said, finally.  “We can’t risk detection.”


  “Understood,” Charles said, ruefully.  Mining asteroids wasn't something his men had signed up to do, but it would make a break from assisting with repairs and watching the reporters like hawks.  God knew that the reporters were still trying to make their way into secure compartments, despite being told – time and time again – that they were not allowed to enter without permission and an escort.  “But we will have to mine the asteroids sooner or later.”


  He nodded to the XO, then headed back to the barracks.  Inside, he saw a handful of Marines wrestling and two more trying to catch up on their sleep.  Rolling his eyes, he barked for quiet and issued orders.  Another counter-boarding drill would keep his men out of mischief for a few hours.  After that ...


  Better here than on New Russia, he thought.  He’d gone through the sensor records carefully, but he had no idea if the Russians had made it to the surface or not.  Instead, all he could do was pray that they’d made it – and that their fellow countrymen were prepared to meet them.


  Shaking his head, he started to organise the drill.  Everything else would have to wait until they returned home – or the aliens caught up with them again.
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  “THERE ARE ONLY TWO known tramlines in this system,” Ted said, studying the display.  “Four more, if the assumptions about alien capabilities are accurate.”


  There was no disagreement from his senior crew.  Barong – the crew were already muttering that the star should have been named Boring – was uninteresting, only really useful in times of peace, when a convoy could shave a few hours off the voyage to Vera Cruz.  The Russians might have been able to stake a claim in later years, or perhaps someone would set up an independent trading facility and try to charge passage fees for anyone making their way through the system.  They’d have to be careful, Ted knew.  It wasn't as if Barong was important enough to force people to pay.  They could simply detour around the system if necessary.


  “Going back to New Russia would be extremely dangerous,” Ted added.  “They will certainly have ramped up their sensor networks – and there are those ships patrolling the edge of the tramline.  We may well jump straight into a trap.  This time, they’ll be ready for us – and we are already short on starfighters and projectiles.”


  He looked over at Anderson, who shrugged.  “Unless the first survey of this system was rushed – and there is some evidence to suggest it was – there’s no hope of finding materials we can use to make additional nukes,” he said.  “The asteroids appear to be bog-standard pieces of rock and metal, not rare elements.”


  “Pity,” Fitzwilliam observed.  “We taught them respect for our weapons, didn't we?”


  “Yes,” Ted said.  “But that will make them all the more determined to prevent us from returning to human space.”


  He wondered, idly, if Ark Royal was the only starship carrying the modified weapons.  It didn't seem likely.  The Admiralty might well have outfitted other ships with the weapons – if there was one thing humanity had in abundance, it was nukes – and if the aliens launched another attack, they’d get a nasty surprise.  But the aliens would still be hopping mad over the attack on New Russia.


  “I have decided, therefore, that we will proceed down the tramline to Vera Cruz,” he added.  “From there, we will jump into unexplored space and work our way around to a point where we can return to human space.”


  “Captain,” Fitzwilliam said slowly, “that will add several months to our travel time – at best.”


  “It will,” Ted agreed.  It was the XO’s job to play devil’s advocate, no matter how annoying it could be.  “However, does anyone feel that we have a realistic chance of sneaking back into the New Russia system without being detected?”


  There was a long pause.  No one spoke.


  “Our orders are to return home and report in,” Ted continued.  “However, right now, taking the direct route home is a form of suicide.  Therefore, we will take the long route home – and, in addition, worry the aliens by probing the edge of their space.”


  He smiled at their reactions, then explained his reasoning.  The attack on New Russia made sense, the attack on Vera Cruz and the other colonies did not.  Logically, the aliens should have saved their strength ... unless there was a strong reason to remove the human presence on those worlds.  The only answer that made sense to him was that the aliens had colony worlds within one or two jumps of Vera Cruz.


  They might have encountered one of our survey ships, he thought.  Survey ships set out for years at a time, rarely heading home early unless they discovered something truly spectacular.  No one would notice if one of the ships was several years overdue, allowing the aliens plenty of time to dissect her and her crew.  And they would have no trouble pulling a complete astronomical chart of the human sphere from her computers.


  The thought made him scowl.  Whatever the outcome of the war, procedures would have to be carefully revised in the face of First Contact.  The survey ships would have to be escorted, their computers would need to be rigged for immediate destruction if another alien contact went bad and their crews would have to be outfitted with suicide implants.  It would probably take years to devise the new protocols.  God knew the first set, as inadequate as they were, had taken almost a decade of scrabbling before there was a version all of the interstellar powers could accept.


  “We might run into stronger alien forces,” Fitzwilliam pointed out, finally.  “They might well try to trap us.”


  “They might,” Ted agreed.  “The alternative is staying here, in hiding.  Unless someone’s invented a much better FTL drive ...?”


  He smiled, then looked around the compartment.  “Barring discovery, we will power up our drives two days from now and start inching towards the tramline,” he continued, bringing up the main display.  “Should the aliens catch wind of us, we will throw caution to the winds and flee for Vera Cruz.”


  “If they do,” Anderson observed, “they will almost certainly run us down.”


  Ted nodded.  No matter how hard Ark Royal and her escorts struggled, the faster alien ships and their starfighters definitely would overtake her if it came down to a straight chase.  Ideally, he wanted to get to the tramline without being detected at all.  But it might not be possible ...


  He shook his head.  If they were lucky, they would escape without further harassment.  But if they weren't lucky, they would just have to fight.
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  JAMES COULDN'T HELP feeling enthused about the Captain’s plan, even though he knew that it was staggeringly risky.  But if he’d wanted to avoid risk, he would have taken that slot in the Admiralty he’d been offered when he'd been promoted to Commander.  It would have made him nothing more than a tea boy – one had to be a Commodore to gain attention at the Admiralty – but it would have been safe.  Instead, he’d attempted to gain a promotion that would ensure he'd see combat.


  How careless of me, he thought, as he strode through the starship’s passageway.  He smirked at the thought.  If I’d known where I was going, I might have applied to a modern carrier instead.


  Another piece of carelessness, he knew, was failing to keep himself occupied to the point where he could decline the chance to meet the reporters with a clear conscience.  Most of the work he had to do had either been delegated to subordinates – he'd hated being micromanaged as a junior officer and saw no reason to torment his subordinates, now he'd been promoted – or simply placed to one side.  There was no point in writing out endless reports if no one was ever going to see them.  And the only other duty that needed attention, sooner rather than later, was ticking off a handful of couples who had bent the rules on relationships onboard ship.


  He pushed that thought aside as he stepped into the modified briefing compartment.  The reporters were sitting down, looking pale and worn.  It had taken several days, but the implications of their current location had finally dawned on them.  Their ship was going to have to run the gauntlet back to human space ... or make a long detour through space that might well be occupied by an alien colony or two.  James found it hard to feel any sympathy.  They should have known the job was dangerous, he told himself once again, when they took it.


  “Commander,” Yang said.  “Is the story true?”


  James smiled.  “Which one?”  He asked.  Like all ships, rumour spread through Ark Royal at the speed of light.  “The one about the Engineer, the Helmsman and the Navigator?”


  Yang scowled at him.  “That we’re trapped here, in this system,” he snapped.  “Are we trapped?”


  “Not precisely,” James said.  He didn't want to discuss any specifics with them.  It was absurd to think they might betray the ship to the aliens, but still ...  “We just have to run the gauntlet on our way out.”


  Barbie looked up at him, nervously.  “Do ... do we need to use the tramlines at all?”


  James stared at her in absolute disbelief.  “Do we need to use the tramlines?”


  “The nearest stars aren’t that far from here,” Barbie said, carefully.  “Surely we could just make our way to them without using the tramlines ...”


  “No,” James said, crossly.  “Let me see.”


  He ticked off points on his fingers as he spoke.  “The closest star system to us that isn't New Russia is three light years away,” he said.  He knew he sounded disdainful, he just didn't care.  “Placed in context, that means it takes three years for light to reach it.  Assuming we work the drive to the bone, we should be able to make a third of light speed, if we don’t mind the risk of burning out the system in the middle of the interstellar desert.  It will take us roughly nine years to reach this star.”


  Barbie’s face twisted, but James wasn't finished.  “There's nothing to slow us down in interplanetary space,” he added, “so we would just keep going if the drive burnt out.  That would send us rocketing through the system at a sizable rate, making it impossible for us to stop.  Nor could anyone catch up with us long enough to offload the crew.  If we didn't run into the star, we'd just fly through and carry on to the next star system.


  “All of this assumes, of course, that the  food supplies don’t run out.  We produce only a limited amount of supplies in the hydroponic bays, as we tore half of them out to store weapons and spare parts.  I estimate that we would run out of foodstuffs within two years, at the very latest.  In order to get part of the crew through the voyage, the remainder would have to be eliminated, their bodies fed into the recycling system to nourish the rest of us.”


  Barbie blanched.  “You’d have us eating human flesh?”


  “Oh, it would be the only way to survive,” James assured her.  The fact that the food processors could turn human flesh into something safe to eat was a closely-guarded secret, one devised by bureaucrats intent on ensuring that the crews always had something to keep them going.  So far, no one had ever had to use the systems.  “But I’m afraid that’s not the end of it.


  “Nine years.  Think about it.  Nine years.  The aliens could win the war by then; we might arrive at our destination only to discover an alien fleet waiting for us.  Or perhaps humanity would have won the war.  The universe would have moved on and we would be hopelessly out of date.”


  “That’s enough,” Yang said, sharply.


  James smiled, then shrugged.  “We will do our very best to get you all home,” he said, wondering just how much of his lecture would make it into the final reports.  Somehow, he suspected the detail about potential cannibalism would be erased by the censors before it was broadcast to the British public.  “And I suggest that you relax and let us work.”


  “We will,” Yang said, finally.  He gave James a look that promised future trouble.  “And thank you for your candour.”


  Yang didn't seem amused.  James smiled to himself, wondering if Yang was interested in Barbie.  Why not?  Whatever usual restrictions the reporters had on their behaviour – assuming that there were any restrictions – would have faded when they'd finally realised that they were trapped.  Anyone with even a small amount of experience would be able to tell that Ark Royal had escaped by the skin of her teeth.  And, the next time, their jury-rigged repairs might not stand up to what the aliens handed out.


  James shrugged.  If they made it home, they would be heroes and Yang’s superiors would see no profit in hammering James – or Captain Smith.  And if they didn't make it home, the whole episode was thoroughly irrelevant.  There wouldn't even be a messenger buoy left behind to mark their passage.


  Maybe we should leave one here, James thought, making a mental note to suggest it to the Captain.  The Russians will know where we went, even if they can't know what happened afterwards.  If humanity wins the war, sooner or later they will come looking for us ...
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  KURT STARED DOWN AT his screen, trying to compose a message.  Silent running was strange for the pilots; half of them remained in their cockpits, ready for immediate launch, while the other half tried to relax.  But it was so hard to relax, knowing that the alert might sound at any moment.  Alien passive sensors were watching for them even now.


  He cursed his own weakness as he angrily banished the half-written message from his screen, rather than bothering to save it for a later rewrite.  Sleeping with Rose had been a mistake, of that he was sure.  He’d known that right after the first time, which hadn't been enough to stop himself from doing it twice more.  Everyone knew that Rose, as the new senior squadron leader, was expected to coordinate her plans with her superior officer’s plans.  No one would raise eyebrows at them spending time together, let alone disturb them.  And no one would realise that they’d spent more time fucking like wild animals than actually doing their work ...


  You should be ashamed of yourself, he told himself.  He was ashamed, he knew, no matter how hard he tried to deny it.  Just not ashamed enough.


  Angrily, he stood up and headed for the hatch, thinking hard.  Relationships between officers of different ranks were forbidden, as were relationships between starfighter pilots who happened to share the same wardroom.  Sure, there were times when such rules might be ignored – if Ark Royal never made it home, there would be no reason to care about regulations – but somehow he doubted this was one of those times.


  He stepped through the hatch, recognising and cursing his own weakness.  As CAG, it was his duty to send Rose into danger, time and time again.  He would have to do it until she ran out of luck and died ... or until he died, whereupon Rose would be promoted into his shoes.  But now ... he didn't want to send her into danger.  She wasn't just a pilot to him any longer, she was far more than that.  Or did she think that he was nothing more than a convenient leman for her?  He didn't have to fly beside her, he wasn't likely to brag about his conquest ...


  Women, he thought, ruefully.  Can’t live with them, can't live without them.


  But what was he going to do?


  Sooner or later, he knew, someone would find out.  They would walk into his office and see him screwing Rose while she was bent over the desk, or even see them exchanging warm glances and draw the right conclusions.  There were few secrets in the wardroom; pilots knew each other so well that they would probably deduce the truth from a moment of carelessness.  And then?  Kurt didn't want to think about what could happen next.


  Normally, you would be transferred, a mocking voice at the back of his head pointed out, sardonically.  Or she would be transferred ... but she’s already been transferred once, hasn't she?  What sort of reputation will she get if she transfers again?


  And no one will blame you ...


  Kurt nodded to himself as he passed a small group of crewmen carrying a box of spare parts in the other direction.  Rose’s file might not be too detailed, but the world of starfighter pilots loved its rumours.  One transfer might go unnoticed, a second would be all-too-noticeable ... unless, of course, there was a valid excuse.


  He shouldn’t touch her again, he knew.  But he knew that all of his resolve would melt when she met him again, soon enough.


  His communicator buzzed.  “CAG,” the XO said, “report to Briefing Compartment A.  I say again, report to Briefing Compartment A.”


  Kurt’s blood ran cold.  Did the XO know?


  “Understood,” he said, bracing himself.  He couldn't afford to walk into the compartment looking guilty.  The XO, the general disciplinarian on the ship, would notice and start wondering why.  “I’m on my way.”
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  “THEY HAVEN'T MOVED at all, sir,” Farley said.  “I think they’re drones.”


  Ted gave him a sharp look.  “Are you sure?”


  “... No,” Farley admitted.  “But it’s been five days and they haven’t moved, not once.”


  “It’s possible,” Ted considered.  Humanity had used ECM drones against the aliens with some success.  There was no reason why the aliens couldn't use ECM drones themselves.  It even made a certain kind of sense.  Rather than tie up several starships hunting for a carrier that might already have been destroyed, the aliens could leave a handful of drones in place and rely on their presence to keep the carrier intimidated.  “But we will not take the risk.”


  He looked over at the helmsman.  “Signal the fleet,” he ordered.  “We will proceed to Tramline Two in ten minutes.”


  A dull quiver ran through the carrier as her drives slowly came to life.  If there was an alien fleet lying doggo, Ted knew, they might well pick up the carrier’s emissions, even if they were rigged for silent running.  But the alternative was staying where they were for months, even years, while the war raged on countless light years away.  No, they had to take the chance, he told himself.  And at least they’d had time to do more repairs.


  Score one for the Old Lady’s designers, he thought.  All military starships were modular, despite the best efforts of some of their designers, but Ark Royal was more modular than any modern carrier.  Replacing the damaged or destroyed weapons hadn't taken more than a few days, although their supplies of spare parts had been stripped to the bone.  We could launch a long-range raid into enemy territory with only a handful of ships in support.


  “All systems online,” Anderson reported.  The Chief Engineer sounded tired, but happy.  Ted and Fitzwilliam had practically dragged him into a sleep machine, just to ensure that the engineer got a few hours rest before the carrier started to move.  “Our repairs are looking good, Captain.”


  “I knew they would be,” Ted assured him.  The other advantage of commanding the older carrier was that it’s technology was well understood by its users.  There was nothing radically new on her hull, nor would there ever be.  “And our weapons?”


  “Powered up, ready to engage targets,” Fitzwilliam said.  “Our starfighters are ready to launch; point defence crews are standing by.”


  Just in case there is a prowling enemy carrier, Ted thought.  “Excellent,” he said, instead.  “And the fleet?”


  “Ready to go,” Fitzwilliam assured him.  “Kiev is ready to carry out her duty.”


  Ted settled back in his command chair.  “Then take us out,” he ordered.  “Inform Kiev that she may make the jump as soon as we reach the tramline.”


  Long hours ticked by as Ark Royal and her accompanying ships crawled across the useless system, every passive sensor primed for the faintest hint of an enemy presence.  Ted forced himself to stay alert, reminding himself that the enemy could be anywhere.  If they’d been fooled, all well and good ... but if they hadn't been fooled, they could just be biding their time.  Why bother sweeping vast reaches of empty space for the carrier when they could just wait for the carrier to show itself?


  “The enemy ships haven’t moved at all,” Farley reported.  “Either they haven't seen us or they’re definitely drones.”


  Ted scowled.  One disadvantage of widening the distance between them and the enemy ships – or drones – was that it took time to see what the enemy were doing ... and, by then, the enemy might have started to do something different.  The enemy ships were helpfully identifying themselves, which added some credence to Farley’s theory that they were actually drones.  No manned starship would identify itself so openly to a stealthed enemy.  But there was no way to know for sure.


  He shook his head.  “We remain in silent running,” he said.  He’d never seen a drone that could jump through the tramlines, but the aliens might well have devised one.  They might be automated, yet they could still alert the aliens at New Russia if the humans threatened to return.  “Concentrate on Tramline Two.”


  There was a long pause as the small fleet crawled closer to the tramline.  “No enemy ships detected,” Farley said, finally.  “But if they’re in stealth ...”


  Ted nodded in understanding.  A single enemy ship could be lying doggo ... he forced the thought aside as he studied the console, reminding himself that they were committed.  He couldn't keep his ship in the useless system indefinitely, nor could they hope to fight their way past the aliens at New Russia.  They’d already come alarmingly close to trapping and destroying Ark Royal once.


  “Prime our passive sensors,” he ordered.  “Then order Kiev to pass through the tramline.”


  On the display, there was a brief gravimetric flicker as Kiev vanished from the dull system, jumping directly to Vera Cruz.  Ted watched, half-expecting an alien fleet to appear at any moment, but nothing happened.  Cold suspicion prickled at the corner of his mind.  The aliens seemed to have left the backdoor open, which meant ... what?  Did they believe the humans to be destroyed or were they setting up a trap further into unexplored space?


  Kiev returned in another flicker of displaced gravity.  “They’re transmitting now,” Farley reported.  The display changed, showing the Vera Cruz system.  “No enemy starships detected.”


  Ted frowned.  If he’d overrun an alien-settled planet, he would have been sure to leave at least one picket in the system, just in case.  But the aliens knew that Vera Cruz had never been very important ... at least not as far as the pre-war human sphere had been concerned.  If the system had been richer, it would probably have been snapped up by the stronger interstellar powers.  Mexico wasn't a microstate, but it couldn't compete with any of the major powers ...


  “Take us through the tramline,” he ordered, running one final check on his ship’s systems as he spoke.  They were ready for anything.  “Now.”


  Space twisted around them as they vanished from the useless system and reappeared in Vera Cruz, where the war had begun.  Ted stared at the display, half-expecting to see a wave of missiles lancing towards them, followed by clouds of alien starfighters, but saw nothing.  A chill ran down his spine as he realised that the entire system was as dark and silent as the grave.  There might be no one left alive on Vera Cruz, he realised, and there had never been any settlements established off-world.  The aliens had seen, destroyed and moved on.


  “No contacts detected,” Farley reported.


  “Launch two drones,” Ted ordered.  Vera Cruz’s other tramline, the unexplored one, rested at the other side of the star.  They’d take hours to reach it, no matter what else happened.  “If there is any alien presence in the system, anything at all, I want to know about it.”


  He waited until they were well away from the tramline, then keyed his console.  “Alpha Shift, get some rest,” he ordered.  As always, it was a nightmare deciding when he and his senior officers could rest.  “Beta Shift will take command.”


  Given their location, it would be several hours before they learnt anything from Vera Cruz itself.  Passing command over to Fitzwilliam – with a muttered order for him to take some rest himself in a few hours, Ted stepped back into his office and lay down on the sofa.  Sleep overwhelmed him within seconds and he fell into darkness.


  #
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  PIECE BY PIECE, THE display built up a picture of the Vera Cruz system.  James knew, from the files, that the system had never been considered particularly interesting, lacking even a large asteroid belt or a gas giant.  Without them, it was unlikely that Vera Cruz would ever develop into a major industrial node.  But the Mexicans hadn't cared, he knew; they’d merely wanted to establish themselves as an interstellar power.  They’d invested billions of pounds in setting up the infrastructure to take thousands of colonists ...


  And then lost it all, James thought, sourly.  For Britain – or any of the other major interstellar powers – such a disaster would be bad enough, but for the Mexicans it would be catastrophic.  Somehow, he doubted that they’d insured themselves ... and even if they had, there would be years of legal wrangling before anything was paid.  No insurance company had offered a policy against alien attack, prior to First Contact.  It was probably covered under Acts of God.


  The aliens, it was clear, hadn't been particularly interested in the system either.  There was no hint that they’d surveyed the handful of asteroids in the system or landed a settlement on Vera Cruz.  It was an empty world, now that the humans had been exterminated; logically, the aliens could have taken it for themselves.  But maybe they had good reason to hold off on landing colonists, he decided.  After thousands of humans had been slaughtered, it was unlikely that the human race wouldn't retaliate against alien settlers.


  Landing colonists on New Russia makes sense, he told himself.  Human shields.  We couldn't bombard the planet without killing millions of Russians.


  He scowled.  If there was one thing the human race had relearned over the past two centuries, it was that such tactics couldn't be tolerated.  Showing weakness, even an understandable reluctance to accidentally kill friendly civilians, only encouraged the terrorists and insurgents who had fought and died fighting the civilised world.  They were evil, of that James had no doubt, but were the aliens?  Were they deliberately using the population of New Russia as shields or ... or were they utterly unaware of what they were doing?


  It seemed impossible, but the aliens weren't human.  They might be humanoid, yet their thinking might be very different.  It was possible that they regarded themselves as completely expendable, let alone human captives and civilians.  Or that they were willing to leave human civilians alone as long as the civilians did as they were told.  But the silence from Vera Cruz suggested that the entire planet was dead.


  Unless they’ve decided not to risk using radio, he told himself.  But he wasn't optimistic.


  “One of the drones is entering orbit now,” the sensor officer reported.  “It’s still picking up no trace of alien starships.”


  “Put the live feed on the display,” James ordered.  “Let's see what happened here.”


  The drone wasn't as advanced as an orbital recon platform, not like the systems that kept Earth’s surface under twenty-four seven surveillance.  But it was advanced enough to pick out the remains of the colony ... and note the places that had once been human settlements.  Now, they were nothing more than blackened ruins.  Even the handful of farms, carefully primed to feed the main body of colonists when they finally arrived, had been destroyed.  One of the analysts dug up the original files from Vera Cruz and placed them on the display, next to the images from the drones.  It was all too clear just how badly the settlement had been hammered by the aliens.


  “Interesting,” Major Parnell said, through the intercom.


  James jumped.  He hadn’t realised that the Royal Marine was watching the live feed from the drones ... which was stupid, he rebuked himself.  The Royal Marines would be very interested in alien conduct on the ground.


  “Yes,” he agreed, sardonically.  “Why?”


  Parnell didn't respond to the sarcasm in his tone.  “There should be much more devastation,” he said, instead.  “If the aliens took out the colony from orbit, there should be nothing more than a giant crater in the ground.  Instead ... they seem to have raided the surface rather than simply destroyed it.”


  James hesitated.  As a junior officer, he had watched targets on Earth being destroyed from orbit ... and he had to admit that Parnell had a point.  The aliens could have dropped a handful of kinetic strikes and obliterated the colony from orbit, but the evidence suggested otherwise.


  “Point,” he agreed, finally.  He shivered as he studied the images of the settlement, the old file showing a standard colony arrangement, the newer ones showing destroyed buildings and ... he cursed as he realised what was missing.  “There's no bodies.”


  “No,” Parnell agreed.  There was no hint of triumph or amusement in his tone.  “Sir, I believe we should attempt to determine what precisely happened to the settlers.”


  “You want to go down to the surface,” James said, slowly.  “Are you completely out of your mind?”


  “This is the first chance anyone has had to examine the remains of an alien attack,” Parnell pointed out, smoothly.  “I don't think we can pass it up.”


  James considered it, rapidly.  The Captain would have to make the final decision, of course, but Parnell was right.  There were strong reasons to make a quick examination of the remains of the colony.  On the other hand, however, if the aliens returned in force the carrier might have to withdraw rapidly, leaving the Marines completely alone.  The aliens would send troops down to the surface to finish them off ... or simply leave them to fend for themselves.


  “I will advise the Captain that we should make the attempt,” he said.  They would certainly need to mine some raw materials from the handful of asteroids in the system.  It wasn't something they had dared in the last system, not when there were a handful of alien ships – or drones – hanging around the tramline.  “I suggest that you prepare your men.”


  He smiled as an evil thought struck him.  “Could you take one of the reporters too?”


  “One of the experienced embeds,” Parnell said.  Surprisingly, he didn't try to argue.  But then, the Royal Marines had plenty of experience dealing with embedded reporters.  “Not one of the newcomers.”


  James sighed.  The thought of abandoning the reporters on Vera Cruz was hellishly tempting.


  “Understood,” he said, instead.  He checked the timer and decided the Captain needed a few more hours of sleep.  “Prepare your men.  You’ll have to move quickly once the Captain gives permission for you to go.”


  #
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  MARCUS YANG HAD BEEN sleeping when his terminal buzzed, dragging him out of an uneasy sleep.  But at least he’d been able to sleep, he told himself; several of his fellow reporters had requested drugs from sickbay to help them sleep after they’d realised that the carrier was trapped for the foreseeable future.  Lacking any real training, some of them had even started to panic ... Marcus privately suspected that half of his fellows were on the verge of nervous breakdowns.  Very few of them had truly understood the dangers of serving on a carrier until it was too late.


  He pulled himself off the bunk and stood up, reaching for his tunic and pulling it on over his nightclothes.  The other reporters in the compartment stirred, but didn't awaken, thankfully.  Marcus smiled at them, then walked out of the hatch and down towards the briefing compartment put aside for the reporters.  None of the others had realised – at least, not yet – that it wasn't the briefing compartment.  It was merely a piece of window-dressing to impress them.


  Inside, he blinked in surprise as he came face-to-face with a Royal Marine, wearing full battledress.  It was hard to be sure, but the man looked to be around thirty, with a rough-hewn face that bore the marks of a lifetime in the service.  He wore no rank stripes – they were uncommon on active service, where the enemy could use them to identify the commanding officers – but he had an air of authority that marked him as a senior officer.  Marcus nodded politely to him, then waited.  His experience told him that explanations would be presented soon enough.


  “We’re going down to the planet,” the Marine said, finally.  “Do you wish to accompany us?”


  Marcus swallowed, nervously.  The carrier wasn't going to enter orbit, unless the Captain had changed his mind.  There would be several hours in a cramped shuttle, hopelessly vulnerable if the aliens returned to the system or merely if they’d left a few surprises in orbit for anyone who wanted to inspect the destroyed colony.  But it would be a chance to get some real recordings, ones that would be exclusive to himself.  He could dictate his own terms to his superiors, when – if – they returned to Earth.


  “I do,” he said, finally.


  The Marine smiled.  “Then come with me,” he said.  “There's no time to alert your fellows.”


  Because they will all want to come, Marcus thought.


  “I understand,” he said, out loud.  “Let's go.”
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  TED, FEELING MUCH REFRESHED after seven hours of sleep, inspected the deployment plan carefully, then nodded.  “Good luck,” he said.  The Marines would take at least an hour to reach the planet, then they’d have at least nine hours on the ground while Ark Royal mined for raw materials ... unless the aliens returned.  “We’ll be waiting for you.”


  He settled back into his command chair, silently banishing Fitzwilliam to his cabin for a rest himself.  It was nice of his XO to make sure that his Captain had a few extra hours of sleep, but it was also impractical.  They both needed to be fully alert at all times ... which was a joke, he knew.  No military officer could remain permanently on alert.


  Maybe we should have two Captains and two XOs, he thought.  One pair to sleep, one pair to command ... and switch every few hours.


  He shook his head.  There would be arguments over which of the Captains was really in command.  Shared authority, military officers knew, was diluted authority, asking for trouble when the two officers disagreed.  Somehow, he doubted the Admiralty would consider it a good idea.


  But war will throw other changes at us, he told himself.  All of the peacetime protocols would be burnt away by the fires of war.  We won’t be the same again.
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    Chapter Twenty-Seven
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  SEEN FROM A DISTANCE, Charles decided, Vera Cruz didn't look too different from Earth.  Like most settled worlds, it was an orb glowing with green and blue light, mostly blue.  There were no hints from orbit that humans had trod on its surface, but then there wouldn't be any hints on any such world, apart from Earth.  The giant orbital towers – and a handful of other human constructions – were the only things large enough to be visible to the naked eye from orbit.


  He allowed himself a moment of relief as the shuttle finally reached orbit and started to fall into the planet’s atmosphere.  An hour of being crammed into his battlesuit inside a tiny shuttle didn't please him, even though there was no realistic alternative.  Most of his accompanying squad had retreated into playing music or watching movies through their suit systems, even though the latter was frowned upon by senior officers.  Charles was experienced enough not to blame them for wanting the distraction.  Promising trainees had had to be removed from the program after discovering that they couldn't endure more than a few minutes of isolation in the suits.


  The reporter seemed to be bearing up well, he decided, as the shuttle started to shake violently.  There was no hope of hiding their existence any longer, so the pilot was trying to get them down on the ground as quickly as possible.  Charles sucked in a breath as gravity started to catch at them, yanking the Marines around as the shuttle dropped lower and lower.  As always, he had to fight to keep himself from throwing up.  The suit’s systems would take care of it, he knew, yet it was never pleasant – and he would have to buy the drinks when the regiment next went on leave.  It was the simplest way, they’d found, to discourage Marines from being sick in their suits.


  There was a final series of shuddering motions that tore at the shuttle, then there was a final crash and silence.  Charles staggered to his feet as the hatch opened, revealing the destroyed settlement right in front of them.  The Marines gathered themselves and advanced outwards, weapons at the ready as they swept for potential threats.  But nothing materialised to greet them.


  The settlement was very basic; a handful of prefabricated buildings making up the centre of town, surrounded by a hundred houses and makeshift shacks built from local wood and stone.  Shipping anything across interstellar distances was expensive, Charles knew; it made economic sense to start using local materials as soon as possible, even if some folks whined about pillaging natural resources on newly-discovered worlds.  Besides, stone and wood were much easier to replace or rebuild than anything that had been dragged across dozens of light years from Earth.


  It had once been a well-developed settlement, he knew.  Now, it was a ruin.  The metal buildings were melted, while the more natural constructions were burned-out ruins.  His suit’s HUD identified some of the buildings – transit barracks, a schoolroom, the governor’s residence – but it was impossible to link the names with the destroyed buildings.  The Marines spread out slowly, eying the blackened ruins as if they expected them to spring to life with hostile soldiers, yet nothing happened.  They were completely alone.


  “Check the buildings,” Charles ordered.


  He knew he should remain with the shuttle, where he could coordinate the operation, but he couldn't keep himself from inspecting the schoolroom.  Inside, it was a mess.  The desks and chairs had been burned to ashes, while the small collection of electronic teaching aids were missing.  There were no sign of any bodies.  On the ground, he thought he saw a handful of tiny footprints, but he knew they could just be his imagination.


  “They took the teaching aids,” he said, out loud.  “What could they learn from those?”


  “They could learn our language, for a start,” Sergeant Miles said.  “One of my girlfriends used to say that a student could begin with no knowledge of English and master it through using one of those aids.  I dare say the aliens are smarter than schoolchildren.”


  Charles nodded as he backed out of the schoolroom.  “What else could they learn?”


  “Depends what modules were loaded in,” Miles admitted.  “They’re produced in America, so the basics of English reading and writing are a given.  Then there could be modules covering everything from basic human history to specialised Mexican history.  Science and maths, farming instructions ... this is a colony world, sir.  They’ll have loaded as many modules as they could into the system.”


  “I see,” Charles said.  He hesitated, thinking hard.  “They could speak to us.”


  “They could,” Miles agreed.  “And they could speak to the POWs, if they have any POWs from this colony.”


  Charles nodded.  The aliens might not be able to speak English properly – he agreed with the analysts that the shape of their mouths would probably prevent it – but they were definitely advanced enough to produce some kind of voder.  Hell, he was fairly sure that Marine battlesuits could be adapted to produce sounds the aliens could understand.  But if the aliens could talk to humans, but chose not to ... what did that mean?  Somehow, he doubted it boded well for the future.


  “Hey,” Yang said.  The reporter sounded unsteady; he’d been sick twice in the flight, according to the subroutine monitoring his suit.  “Do you think the aliens took prisoners from here?”


  “There are no bodies,” Charles said.  “That suggests that the aliens took prisoners or destroyed the bodies ... or there were survivors, who returned long enough to bury the bodies and then retreat.  But there’s no sign of any survivors.”


  He looked towards the forested hills in the distance.  If there were survivors, it was unlikely they would risk showing themselves.  They might not realise that the shuttle that had landed by the settlement was human.  Instead, they might remain in hiding, convinced that the aliens had started to hunt them down again.  He shook his head in bitter disbelief.  No one had thought to come up with protocols for alien attack, certainly not on Vera Cruz.  And that whole lack of preparation was biting them on the behind.


  The remainder of the settlement was as uninformative as the schoolroom.  All electronic devices seemed to have been looted, along with the bodies ... and the remainder of the settlement had been scorched.  Looking at the damage, Charles couldn't help wondering if the aliens had used grenades to destroy all traces of their presence, once they’d swept the colony and killed or captured the inhabitants.  But they could have obliterated the entire colony from orbit, once they’d withdrawn.  It made no sense.


  Yang cleared his throat.  “Shouldn't we try looking for survivors in the countryside?”


  Charles snorted.  “There’s twenty-two of us,” he pointed out.  “We don’t even begin to have the manpower to search even a small part of the countryside.  All we can do is sweep the settlement and hope any survivors decide to show themselves.”


  He took one last look around the settlement, then called his Marines back to the shuttle.  “We’ll leave a message behind,” he added.  It was risky – if the aliens found it, they would realise that someone had been on the planet’s surface – but one he knew had to be taken.  If there were survivors, at least they would know they hadn't been abandoned.  “They will know we were here.”


  “Sir,” one of his Marines said.  “What will happen to the planet?  I mean, once the war is won?”


  “I have no idea,” Charles said.  The Mexicans held clear title ... assuming they could hang onto it while they struggled to pay their debts.  But if the Captain was right and there was an alien world only one or two jumps from Vera Cruz, it was unlikely that the other interstellar powers would allow the Mexicans to keep the planet.  They’d want to ship in reinforcements and planetary defences, then monitor the aliens indefinitely.  “Why do you ask?”


  “It's a beautiful world,” the Marine said.  “I could apply for settlement here.”


  “But very vulnerable,” Charles said.  It wasn't uncommon for ex-soldiers, particularly SF operators, to be headhunted by colony world settlement corporations.  Their training and experience made them good at keeping law and order on the frontier.  “The aliens might be right next door.”


  He took one final look into the distance, then cracked open his helmet.  The air of Vera Cruz flooded in, a damp warmth tinged with smoke.  He wondered, suddenly, if this desolation was the fate the aliens had in mind for Earth ... then pushed the thought aside as he resealed his helmet and motioned for the Marines to return to the shuttle.  They'd inspect one of the farms, but he wasn't hopeful.  The colonists had been taken too badly by surprise to organise a resistance.


  “Let's go,” he said.
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  MARCUS WANTED TO CRACK open his own helmet as the shuttle made the brief hop from the settlement to one of the nearer farms, but he didn't quite dare.  Who knew what might be present in the planet’s atmosphere?  The Marines had booster shots that made them immune to almost every known disease, yet such broad-spectrum vaccines were rare outside the military.  He forced himself to breathe through his mouth as the shuttle landed again, hitting the ground so hard he was sure they’d crashed, then followed the Marines out of the shuttle.


  There was a farmhouse at one end of the field, a comfortable-looking building his briefing had identified as a Hacienda.  Once, it had been intact; now, it’s walls were blackened and it was completely deserted, just like the buildings in the main settlement.  Marcus remained outside as the Marines swept through the building, hunting for survivors or hints that someone, somewhere, was still alive.  But they found nothing.


  “Hey,” one of the Marines called.  “I found a body!”


  Marcus joined the general stampede towards the muddy ditch.  A body lay at the bottom of the mud, clearly in an advanced state of decomposition.  It was impossible to tell if it was male or female, young or old.  One of the Marine stepped down into the ditch and took a DNA sample for later checking against the Mexican colony records.  Marcus wondered, absently, if the body had been abandoned because no one knew it was there ... or if no one had survived to come back and bury it.  There was no way to tell.


  “Female,” the Marine grunted.  The suits could run basic checks, although without the records it was impossible to positively identify the body.  “Around thirty years old, but too much damage to be sure.”


  Poor bitch, Marcus thought.  He’d seen horror before – he’d filmed horror for the jaded audiences in the civilised world – but this was something new.  His imagination filled in all manner of scenarios.  Maybe she'd been the proud owner of the farmhouse, running from the alien monsters that had destroyed her world; maybe she'd been the daughter of the farmhouse owner, trying to sneak around the aliens when they attacked.  Or maybe she’d been a servant ... there was no way to know.  Her face would be broadcast all over the datanets, probably with a story composed to drum up support for the war, but she would never know it.  God alone knew what had happened to the others.


  “Leave the body here,” Major Parnell ordered.  “We’re not equipped to take her with us.”


  The Marines worked rapidly, digging a hole in the ground that would make a suitable grave.  Marcus wanted to argue, wanted to point out that they could take her bones home, but he knew it would be futile.  For all they knew, the aliens had left the body behind as a deliberate trap, although he privately considered it unlikely.  The insurgents the civilised world fought regularly had a nasty habit of doing just that, but would the aliens understand the human urge to take care of dead bodies?  It was quite possible that the aliens left their dead bodies to rot where they fell ... or that they ate their own flesh and blood.  There were so many fictional aliens invented by humans that he liked to think that they were ready for anything.


  There was a pause when the body was placed into the makeshift grave.  “Do you know what to say over her body?”  One of the Marines asked.  “She would be Catholic, wouldn't she?”


  “Perhaps,” Parnell said.  He stepped forward, composing himself.  “My father was Isolated Catholic, but  he never taught me prayers for the dead.”


  He hesitated.  “We do not know this girl’s name, our lord, and we do not know why or how she died,” he added.  “But we ask that you take her in your loving arms and lead her to a better world than the one that killed her.  Amen.”


  The words sounded vaguely silly, Marcus thought, but there was a sincerity around them that outshone the prayers offered in Westminster Abbey.  He made a mental note to ensure that the video of the brief ceremony was accidentally deleted.  Someone would be bound to complain that the service hadn't been right, forcing the Royal Navy to waste time on rebuttals – at best.  At worst, Major Parnell and his men might be punished, despite meaning well.  No, it was better that the recording be destroyed forever.


  “We’ll leave another message here,” Major Parnell said, as they headed back towards the shuttle.  “But I’m not hopeful.”


  Marcus couldn’t disagree.  The aliens had systematically captured or killed every human on the planet – and they’d either taken or destroyed the bodies.  Either way, he decided, it didn't bode well.


  #
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  “NO SURVIVORS,” TED said, looking down at the images from Vera Cruz.  “None at all.”


  “There might be a handful hidden in the countryside,” Major Parnell offered.  The Marine didn't look tired, but there was a weariness around him that made Ted want to send him straight to bed.  “We have no idea just how capable the aliens are on the ground or what sort of surveillance systems they will deploy.”


  Ted nodded.  Human surveillance was good, but it could be jammed or disrupted by a well-prepared enemy.  There was no way to know what the aliens might deploy on the ground, yet it was unlikely anything they had was far inferior to humanity’s systems.  They certainly didn't dare assume otherwise.


  “Surely the colonists would have seen them coming,” Fitzwilliam said.  He looked up at Major Parnell.  “Could your men have caught all of the colonists if you dropped from orbit?”


  “If we were trying to drop in on their heads, we’d do a paraglide from the shuttles,” Parnell said.  “Or we could risk a straight drop through the planet’s atmosphere, although I’d hate to try that against any kind of ground-based defences.  Still, Vera Cruz had no defences at all.  The colonists might even have assumed the aliens were human visitors until it was too late.”


  Ted barely heard him.  “The colonists might have been taken as prisoners,” he mused.  “Do we know?”


  “No, sir,” Parnell said.  “We know nothing for sure.  The bodies could easily have been carried some distance from the colony and buried – or simply vaporised.  We don't know the aliens took prisoners.  But if I was waging war on a newly-discovered alien race, I'd sure as hell want prisoners to study.”


  “Assuming they think like us,” Fitzwilliam mused.


  “They can't be that different,” Parnell said.  “Even if they are homicidal monsters who find humans irredeemably ugly, surely they would want to know how to kill us.”


  Ted shuddered.  Human doctors and scientists without morals had performed chilling experiments on helpless test subjects, after carefully deeming them to be subhuman and thus not worthy of any legal protection.  The aliens wouldn't even have to wonder if the humans deserved legal protection; they’d just start experimenting at will.  After all, humans had happily carried out experiments on non-human creatures before even starting to reach into interstellar space.


  “I think they’ve already mastered the art of killing humans,” Fitzwilliam said, sardonically.  “Just ask the crews of Formidable and Invincible.”


  “It doesn't matter,” Ted said.  The concept of humans being used as alien test subjects – or even being kept in POW camps – was horrifying, but there was nothing they could do about it for the moment.  “XO, how do we stand with the loading?”


  Fitzwilliam glanced down at his terminal.  “A few more hours to take on raw material, then compress it down into suitable projectiles,” he said.  “Assuming we don’t get interrupted, we should be ready to make the next jump in a day or two.”


  “Which will also give the crew a chance to rest,” Ted said.  Not that they dared relax completely.  The aliens had to suspect that Ark Royal needed to replenish her stocks of raw materials.  If they were watching ... he shuddered and put the thought out of his mind.  Doing nothing might have been safer, but it was also futile.  “We’ll jump through the unexplored tramline tomorrow, then.  I feel rather exposed out here.”


  “My men can return to inspect the remaining settlements,” Parnell offered.  “Or even to try low-power signalling ...”


  Ted shook his head, firmly.  “If there are survivors, we will have to hope they hold out until the end of the war,” he said.  “One shuttle flight was dangerously revealing.”


  The Marine looked as though he wanted to argue, but didn’t.  Instead, he saluted and left the compartment.  Ted watched him go, then turned back to the display.  One tramline had been explored, the other ... God alone knew where it went.  No, that wasn't entirely accurate.  They knew which star held the other end of the tramline; they just didn't know what might be orbiting that star.  An alien homeworld ... or merely a staging base?


  “One day,” Ted said, out loud.  “And then we will know.”
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  “SO,” ROSE SAID.  “WHAT do you think of our chances?”


  Kurt considered it.  She'd come to his office, they’d fucked, they’d showered ... and every instinct told him to get her out of his office before someone caught them together.  Every time he was called to a meeting, he wondered if the senior officers knew.  But he knew Rose and he needed to talk ... and besides, he didn't want to chase her out.  They were supposed to be working together, after all.


  “I wish I knew,” he said.  Every war the Royal Navy had simulated had involved purely human opponents, with both sides aware of the tramline networks reaching through their territories.  Now ... tramlines could be predicted, to a certain extent, but there was no way of knowing what might lie ahead of Ark Royal as she made her way through enemy territory.  “Too little data to calculate.”


  Rose smiled.  “You don't think this is a lucky ship?”


  Kurt shrugged.  They'd won their first engagement through surprise and superior firepower, the second when the enemy had broken off and the third ... technically, they’d fled the battlefield, after giving the enemy a bloody nose.  Luck had played a large role in their success, he had to agree, but he preferred careful planning.  Planning tended to be more reliable, in the long run.


  “I think we need to keep ahead of the bastards,” he said.  Whatever damage they’d done at New Russia, the aliens would still be in command of the territory – and priming themselves for a drive on Earth.  Or maybe head around the edge of human space and attack one of the other settled worlds.  There was no way to know what they might have in mind.  “And I also think we have to concentrate on our planning.”


  Rose gave him a bewitching glance.  It was funny how he could no longer think of her as anything other than beautiful.  And she was beautiful.  But dangerous, so dangerous ... Molly was comforting, when Rose burned like a candle alight at both ends.  And yet ... how long had it been since he and Molly had made love, even before his recall to duty?


  “Planning,” she repeated.  One hand reached for her tunic, threatening to pull it open to reveal her breasts.  “Isn't there something else you would like to do?”


  “I’m not a young man any longer,” Kurt reminded her, embarrassed.  “I need time to recharge my batteries before doing it again.”


  Rose smirked.  “And there I was thinking that you were behind the stimulant shortage,” she said.  She went on at his questioning glance.  “Someone – probably more than one person – has been talking the doctor into issuing stimulants.  The doctor won’t say who.”


  “Not me,” Kurt said.  There were warnings about using stimulants for sexual pleasure.  In the long term, they could create dependency or reduce potency.  But if someone believed that the entire ship was doomed, they might not care about the long-term effects.  “I still need to recharge naturally.”


  He looked down at the flight rosters, although – in truth – they’d been over the same thing several times already.  It provided an excuse to meet in private, yet it had long since worn out its usefulness.  But the only alternative was to draw up new training simulations, which they would then have to fly out with their pilots ... angrily, he scowled down at the list of names.  Surely his life hadn't been so complicated before he'd started an illicit affair?


  Rose leaned forward and placed her hand on his knee.  “Thinking about your children?”


  Kurt flushed.  He hadn't been thinking about his children ... but now she’d mentioned them, the guilt flooded back into his mind.  Whatever happened between Molly and him was one thing, yet he would always be the father of Penny and Percy.  His affair, his betrayal of their mother, would hurt them badly.  He knew that for a fact.  And yet he couldn't stop himself from touching Rose, now she’d broken the barrier between them.


  “I miss them,” he admitted, partly to cover his real thoughts.  “And I may miss the rest of their lives.”


  The thought overwhelmed him.  Penny would walk down the aisle ... and he wouldn't be there to escort her.  Percy would grow up, perhaps join the Royal Navy to be like the father he’d started to admire ... and then marry himself, without his father to watch and advise him.  And Molly ... what would Molly do to make ends meet?  Maybe she would marry again, even though her best years were past.  Or maybe she would just work longer hours to keep the kids in their private school.


  “You’ll see them again, I’m sure,” Rose said.  She withdrew her hand and stood up, pacing around the cabin.  “Tell me something.  Where do you see us going?”


  Kurt blanched.  It was the question he had studiously refrained from even contemplating, as if refusing to think about it would make the question go away.  But it hadn't and it wouldn’t.


  “I don’t know,” he admitted, finally.


  Rose made him feel young again, he admitted, in the privacy of his own thoughts.  He was old enough to be her father, just about; there was no denying that the thought of making love to her was a hell of a turn-on.  And the danger, the looming threat of death or discovery, added a certain kind of spice to the whole affair.  But afterwards, assuming they made it home, where would they be?


  It wasn't fair on Rose, he knew, to tell her that he would leave Molly.  Even if he wanted to leave his wife, he wasn't sure what he could say to the children – and he didn't want to walk out of their lives.  It was bad enough that his current job could end his life in a split-second leaving them alone.  He knew it would be worse if he walked away from their mother, leaving them even though he was still alive.  Or would he wind up competing with Molly for their affection?


  “Neither do I,” Rose said, practically.  She walked forward and sat down on his lap, wrapping her arms around him.  “I don’t expect to survive the next few weeks and neither should you.”


  Kurt blinked at her.  The feel of her body pressing against his was hellishly distracting, but he didn't want to forget what she’d said.  “You don't expect to survive?”


  “We’ve lost fourteen pilots so far,” Rose pointed out.  There was an oddly dispassionate note to her voice.  “I had someone in the analysis section run through the numbers for me.  The odds of any of us surviving any given battle with the aliens are terrifyingly low.  Sooner or later, our luck is going to run out and the aliens will kill us.  Don’t you know that to be true?”


  Kurt nodded, wordlessly.  The fewer starfighters Ark Royal could deploy, the greater the number of alien pilots that could be vectored onto each starfighter.  And the aliens, damn them, didn't need to worry about watching their ammunition.  Rose was right; sooner or later, a lucky shot would blow them into flaming debris, ending their lives before they even knew what had hit them.  And the odds of the carrier making it back to Earth were very low.


  “So here’s my idea,” Rose said.  She shifted position until her breasts were pressing into his chin.  “We enjoy ourselves now, between duty shifts.  If we die, we die; if we live, you can go back to your family and I won’t say a word.  This isn't ... this isn't a normal situation.”


  “I know,” Kurt whispered.


  It was a troubling problem.  Would he have cheated on Molly – and he knew that was what he was doing – if he hadn't felt trapped by the aliens?  Or would he have remained untouched by her blandishments?  His hands reached up, almost of their own accord, to pull at her tunic, letting her breasts bounce free.  He felt himself stiffen as her hand reached into his pants ...


  ... And knew he was lost.


  #
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  THE CAPTAIN, ACCORDING to Royal Naval regulations, was the sole source of authority on any given starship.  There was, James had learnt at the Academy, plenty of case law to back up the assertion that the Captain had a wide range of authority to reward or punish his crew, even rewrite the specific words of orders as long as the intent remained in place.  But, by the same token, involving the Captain in a disciplinary matter meant that it would be recorded in the ship’s log.  If the matter was not serious, XOs preferred to handle it off the record and ensure that nothing was ever written down.


  He sighed as he studied the three crewmen facing him, both trying not to look guilty and failing miserably.  It wouldn't have been a problem, he knew, if they’d kept their wits about them, but they’d been stupid enough to let rumours spread out.  Crewwomen Sally Fletcher had lost a bet with Senior Crewman Daniel Meyer and Shuttle Technician Abdul Richardson and, as a result of the terms, had had to perform a striptease in front of a dozen crewmen.  Gambling was bad enough – it wasn't technically forbidden, even though there were limits – but the striptease was a definite no-no.  Luckily, the Boatswain had caught wind of the plot before Sally found herself humiliated in front of the entire crew.


  “It's at times like these,” James announced, carefully not looking at each of them, “that I wish it was the lash tradition that we'd kept, rather than alcohol and sodomy.”


  All three of the crewmen flinched.  The Captain’s Mast might be official punishment, but there were limits.  James had a far wider range of authority to issue punishments, provided he didn't do anything that was brought to the Captain’s attention.  Whipping the three of them through the ship was permitted, if someone took a careful look at regulations, but it was normally reserved for thieves or idiots who endangered their fellow officers.


  “I confess I have great difficulty in understanding what you were thinking,” James added, sweetly.  “Please.  What were you thinking?”


  He looked from face to face, feeling his temper start to flare.  “Let me guess,” he added, when none of them seemed inclined to answer the question.  “You reached the limits of what could be legally gambled, so you started searching for forfeits.  And one of you two idiots” – he gazed at the two men – “had the bright idea of a striptease.  Right?”


  “Yes, sir,” Richardson stammered.


  James rolled his eyes.  Gambling rings existed on almost every large starship, often serving as a vehicle for the younger and more naive crewmen to be separated from a third of their wages.  Normally, the Boatswain would supervise to ensure that no one was drained of all their available wages – a third of naval wages were banked on Earth or Britannia, rather than onboard ship – but this particular ring had clearly failed to remain under supervision.  He made a mental note to have a few sharp words with the Boatswain, then glared at the two men.


  “Here is my judgement,” he said, coldly.  He scowled at the two men until they were shifting uncomfortably.  “You will return all the money you won over the past two weeks, then report to the Boatswain for shit duties for the next week or so.  And, while we are on this cruise, you will refrain from any further gambling until we return to port.  Do you wish to dispute my judgement?”


  He smiled, inwardly, at their expressions.  They could, legally, ask the Captain to review the judgement.  It had been known to happen, from time to time, but it was far more likely that the Captain would confirm the punishment and add a few refinements of his own.  And it would end up in their permanent records, where it would be a black mark when they applied for promotion or mustang status.


  “Out,” he ordered.  “Fletcher, stay behind.”


  He waited until the hatch had closed, then studied the younger crewwoman.  She was a year or two younger than Midshipwoman Lopez; her file stated that she was the youngest child of a merchant family.  James was surprised she'd fallen for such an obvious trick – non-money forfeits weren't covered by any rules – but this was her first cruise.  And perhaps she was foolish enough to believe that the next round would allow her to make up her winnings.


  James rolled his eyes as she twitched under his gaze.  If the two men hadn't rigged the game, James would have eaten his uniform hat.  She looked too sweet and innocent to deserve the chewing out she was going to get, but he pushed that aside and straightened up.


  “Agreeing to that bet was stupid,” he said, sharply.  “What were you thinking, precisely?”


  “I ran out of money,” Sally said.  She sounded on the verge of tears.  “I ...”


  “So you agreed to a forfeit without checking the terms in advance?”  James interrupted.  “Or were you idiotic enough to believe you could win?”


  He paused, long enough for her to pull herself together.  “I know; idiotic gamblers will agree to idiotic forfeits.  And I'm sure they would have pushed you into it if you tried to back out.  But there are regulations against such matters, young lady, and you would have been left holding the bag.  You could have been summarily charged with breaking those regulations and booted out of the navy.


  “Which might not matter,” he added, “if we don't make it home.”


  She flinched, again.  “You will not recover whatever money you lost to them,” James said.  “Instead, it will go into the kitty – which should win you some plaudits from your comrades who might otherwise be disappointed.  And, for the rest of this cruise, you will be barred from any further gambling, with anyone.”


  He paused.  Chances were she no longer had the money to gamble with, whatever else happened.  “I would suggest, in addition, that you never played for forfeits again,” he added.  “You are not experienced enough to tell the difference between something tolerable and something that will pose a threat to good order.”


  “Yes, sir,” Sally said.  “Thank you, sir.”


  James smiled.  He had let her off lightly ... but it was her first cruise.  Maybe she’d learn a lesson, without needing to face more formal punishment.


  “One other thing,” he added.  He glanced down at the duty roster, then looked back at her suddenly nervous face.  “I'm assigning you to work under Deputy Boatswain Harrison.  You will find her a good mentor, if you learn to listen.”


  He watched her go, then sighed.  Seven hours to the jump into unexplored space, seven hours until they knew what was waiting on the other side ... and he was busy dealing with disciplinary problems.  But at least it was a distraction from worrying about the future.  His lips quirked as he realised that was probably what the gamblers had had in mind, too.


  But she had been idiotic, he knew.  Naval life could be hard for a woman, particularly one who went out of her way to make it plain she was a woman.  Poor Sally would have lost all the respect she’d earned if she'd gone through with the striptease, her status plunging instantly from fellow crewmember to whore.  Even now, her status had probably been weakened.  At least she’d shared in some of the punishment the two men had earned.  It would save her from losing everything.


  But enough of a punishment, he decided, ruefully.  She didn't deserve additional punishment duties – shit duties, as they were called – let alone a public whipping.  Hell, jokes aside, there had only ever been four since the Royal Navy had become a space-based service.  It was far more common for someone to be dumped in the brig and then discharged as soon as the carrier returned to port. Maybe Sally could be transferred to another starship, one where her new reputation wouldn't follow her.


  Shaking his head, he made a note in his private log of what had happened, then stood.  The reporters had been badgering for a briefing and he couldn't put it off any longer.  Maybe answering a few silly questions would help him relax.


  And if they didn't, he told himself, he could always discuss the odds of them reaching home, once again.  The reporters always found it alarming to hear the odds from a naval crewman.
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  “Kiev is in place, sir,” Farley reported.  Ahead of them, the tramline glimmered on the display, waiting.  “They’re reporting ready to jump.”


  Ted sucked in a breath.  They’d repaired the damage, reloaded the mass drivers and reorganised the starfighter squadrons.  But they weren't at tip-top condition, he knew, and they wouldn't be until they gained an additional handful of starfighter pilots, as well as some additional repairs.


  “Order them to jump,” he said, finally.  He couldn't help a thrill of excitement, even though he knew it was dangerous.  This was real exploration, the sort of work he'd hoped to do as a younger man.  But instead he'd been assigned to Ark Royal ... he shook his head, amused.  It was funny how the world worked out, sometimes.  “And then power up the Puller Drive.”


  Kiev vanished from the display.  Long seconds passed before she popped back into existence, signalling urgently.  There was no alien fleet waiting for them, Ted saw to his relief, but there was a source of radio signals orbiting the G2 star.  An alien settlement?  There shouldn't be anything human on the other side of the tramline.


  He smiled to himself.  No one had explored the tramline, according to the latest records.  In hindsight, that had clearly been a disastrous mistake.  Who knew what precautions could have been taken if the aliens had been discovered before the first encounter?  But now ...  One way or another, they were definitely going where no man had gone before.


  “Jump,” he ordered, quietly.
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    Chapter Twenty-Nine
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  “DISAPPOINTING, ISN't it?”


  Ted had to smile at Fitzwilliam’s judgement.  The first alien star system – the first star system humanity had ever discovered belonging to another intelligent race – was disappointing, in one sense.  It didn’t look any different from a human-occupied star system.  In many ways, it reminded Ted of Vera Cruz, except the alien system was lucky enough to have a gas giant for later mining.  But it was an alien world orbiting an alien star and that made all the difference.


  He looked up at the display, watching as the passive sensors sucked in data from across the star system and channelled it down to the analyst section.  A number of signal sources – strong signal sources – on the planet itself or in close orbit, a handful of smaller signal sources scattered across the star system and very little else.  If it was a forward alien base, Ted decided, feeling an odd hint of disappointment himself, the aliens had been criminally lax about fortifying it.  But another part of him was relieved for the very same reason.  A fleet of alien battleships would not be a pleasant discovery, not now.


  “Locate the other tramlines,” he ordered.  Tramlines were largely predicable, but there were times when reality didn't follow the laws laid down by human theorists.  Ted had always been amused by how shocked the scientists sounded when they realised there was something in the universe they hadn't accounted for in their models, no matter how elegant they seemed.  “Where do they go?”


  There was a long pause as the passive sensors measured the gravimetric flickers around the local star.  “Four tramlines,” Farley said, finally.  “One leading back the way we came; two heading further into unexplored space, one dogging back along the edge of human space.”


  Ted found himself seriously considering taking the tramlines that led further into alien territory, then quashed the impulse ruthlessly.  “Launch probes towards the alien world,” he ordered, once he was reasonably sure that they weren't about to be attacked by alien starships guarding the tramline.  “And then take us towards” – he glanced at the display – “Tramline Two.”


  Fitzwilliam’s voice echoed in his ear.  “You don’t mean to engage the planetary defences?”


  “It depends on what kind of defences there are,” Ted replied.  “We will just have to wait and see.”


  The thought made him scowl.  He couldn't blame Fitzwilliam for wondering; they had, on the face of it, a rare chance to attack an alien-settled world and rock them back on their heels.  But the sheer lack of noticeable defences was worrying him.  Had the aliens only discovered humanity when they’d stumbled across Vera Cruz and attacked at once?  Were they facing the equivalent of a quick-reaction force?  If that was true – and he doubted it – what would they face when the enemy actually mobilised?


  Or would they make a deliberate decision not to fortify Alien-One?  The thought was odd – in their place, he would certainly have insisted that the sole known point of contact between human and alien was heavily fortified – but perhaps it made a certain kind of sense.  We might survey the system before they were ready to meet us.


  He had a sudden mental image of humanity’s territory reaching out further and further, spreading the levels of deployable military forces ever thinner as their responsibilities grew rapidly.  Perhaps, sooner or later, their ability to respond to a crisis before it got out of hand would be completely lost.  He shook his head, putting the thought aside for later contemplation.  Now humanity knew it was no longer alone in the universe, it was unlikely that petty nationalism could be tolerated any longer.


  But we have aliens to hate now, he thought, cynically.  There’s no point in hating humans when we have aliens to hate.


  Hours passed slowly as the display continued to fill up with data.  There was an asteroid belt in the system, several worlds that could have passed for Mars or Venus ... and one Earth-like world, the source of the radio signals.  Analysis indicated that the world rated at least eighty percent Earth-like; the atmosphere was breathable, the sea water was suitable for fish from Earth ... from afar, it seemed the perfect colony.  The drones kept creeping closer, boring their way through space on ballistic courses, sending data back via laser link to the carrier.  There was no way – yet – to get pictures of the surface, but the alien orbital facilities were all too clear.


  “It looks like a transhipment hub,” Anderson said.  He sounded a little disappointed too, perhaps by the sheer normality of the alien structure.  It was a boxy mass that looked too like some of Ark Royal’s contemporaries for comfort.  But it was necessary.  Humanity’s giant colonist-carriers couldn't land on planetary surfaces; judging by the presence of the station, nor could their alien counterparts.  “I don't even think its armed.”


  “We have to be careful,” Fitzwilliam reminded him.  “The aliens might have different ideas about arming their settlements against possible attack.”


  Ted couldn't disagree.  Now, with alien attack a very real possibility, even the smallest colony worlds were bolting weapons to their orbital stations.  Few of them had any real chance of standing off an alien attack, even one carried out by a single starship, but there was no way they would agree to leave themselves defenceless.  Just before they’d left Earth for the second time, he’d heard that stocks in companies producing war material had skyrocketed.  It almost made him wish he'd taken the time to invest some of his salary in such corporations.  God knew he wasn’t doing anything with it.


  He shook his head, studying the display.  “Is there anything else in orbit?”


  “A handful of satellites, but nothing else,” the analyst said, firmly.  “Unless they have a way to cloak an entire battlestation from our view.”


  He paused, looking down at the live feed from the drones.  “Sir,” one of the drones just got into orbit,” he said.  “It found a camp on the surface.  “I think it’s a POW camp.”


  Ted leaned forward, alarmed.  “Show me,” he ordered.  “Are you sure?”


  He scowled as the images appeared on the display.  The settlement was encircled by solid metal walls, guarded by aliens ... and, inside, there were humans.  They wore nothing, but the clothes they were born in; listlessly, they wandered around the camp.


  “247 men, women and children,” the analyst said, with heavy satisfaction.  “Source unknown.”


  Fitzwilliam coughed.  “Are there any other alien settlements on the planet?”


  “Not as far as we can tell,” the analyst said.  He paused. “There is a handful of buildings outside the camp’s walls, but I don't think they’re large enough to be a full-scale settlement.”


  “We’re missing something,” Ted mused.  The aliens had installed a transhipment hub; clearly, they'd intended to settle the world.  Had they changed their minds when they’d discovered Vera Cruz or were the human observers missing something?  “But what?”


  Fitzwilliam spoke rapidly.  “Sir,” he said, “we cannot let this opportunity go to waste.  This is a rare chance to recover a number of human prisoners from alien hands!”


  “I know,” Ted said, rather more tartly than he intended.  “But this could easily be a trap.”


  He looked down at the display, contemplatively.  Fitzwilliam was right; this was a rare chance to give the aliens a bloody nose, as well as removing human prisoners from their hands.  But if it was a trap ... he looked over at Major Parnell’s image on the display, quirking his eyebrows.  The Major nodded, accepting the challenge.


  “Very well,” Ted said.  “We will act to recover the prisoners.”


  It took nearly thirty minutes to draw up a plan of attack.  On the face of it, destroying the alien transhipment hub and the handful of satellites would be easy, but if the aliens had intended to make it hard for the humans to recover the POWs it would be very tricky.  His imagination provided a dozen possibilities, all based on human history.  There could be a nuke buried under the POW camp, the prisoners could all have been forcibly addicted to something only the aliens could produce ... or they could simply have been brainwashed into servitude.  Even if Ted and his crew did manage to get them all home, they might never be trusted again.


  “Hostage rescue is always a pain,” Parnell had said.  The Marine had sounded as enthusiastic as ever, but there had been an undertone of worry in his voice that bothered Ted.  “The hostages have to be treated with great suspicion, because they might have bonded with their captors.”


  It seemed absurd, Ted considered, for anyone to bond with the aliens.  But after their images had been released, there had been humans extolling the virtues in their noble bodies ... or something like that.  Ted hadn't been paying close attention to the lunatic fringe.  But, if someone felt completely cut off from Earth and the rest of the human community, could they be seduced by the aliens?  It was a definite possibility.


  “Take us into attack position,” he ordered.  The closer they sneaked to Alien-One, the greater the chance of detection.  He’d been tempted to snipe at the alien transhipment hub from a distance, just like they’d done at New Russia, but there was too great a chance of a projectile missing its target and striking the planet instead.  “Is the fleet ready?”


  “Yes, sir,” Farley said.  He nodded towards one of the monitors, tracking the location and status of every ship in the flotilla.  “The fleet is standing by.”


  “Good,” Ted said.  He smiled, inwardly.  As tiny as the alien settlement was – although he couldn't escape the feeling they were missing something – it was still the first alien world to be attacked by human forces.  Ark Royal and her crew would go down in the history books ... absently, he wondered just who would be writing the histories of the war.  Humans ... or the aliens?  “Launch the first spread of unpowered missiles.”


  He settled back in his chair as the flight of blue icons darted out from the icons representing Ark Royal and headed towards their target.  Unpowered as they were, not even Ark Royal could track them, but as long as they kept their drives deactivated they would follow a strictly predicable ballistic course.  Long minutes ticked away until the missiles finally entered attack range and went active, bringing up their drives and lancing towards the alien station.  There was a brief flurry of activity as the aliens realised the danger, too late.  The missiles slammed home, blasting the space station into flaming debris.  Ted watched, emotionlessly, as the debris started to de-orbit and fall towards the planet below.


  Too much firepower, he thought, ruefully.  If they’d realised the alien point defence would have been so pitiful, he could have saved a handful of missiles.  But at least we killed it.


  “Target destroyed,” Farley reported, with heavy satisfaction.  “I say again, target destroyed.”


  “There's nothing large enough to pose a threat to the ecosystem,” one of the analysts added.  “The pieces of junk should all burn up in the planetary atmosphere.”


  Ted kept his thoughts to himself.  It was quite possible that there had been human POWs on the station, humans who had been killed without ever knowing what had hit them.  There had been no choice, he told himself; the station had to be destroyed as quickly as possible.  But he would never know for sure if humans had died because of him.  The thought would torment him for the rest of his life.


  “Launch starfighters,” he ordered.  “I want orbital space swept clean.”
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  KURT PUT THOUGHTS OF Rose out of his mind as the starfighter lurched forward and crashed out into interplanetary space at a colossal speed.  Ahead of him, Alien-One glowed in the inky darkness of space, surrounded by unblinking stars that seemed to gaze pitilessly at the tiny humans infesting their domain.  He shivered, helplessly, as he looked back at them.  Most humans, even starship crewmen, didn't really comprehend the true vastness of space.  He and his fellow pilots, however, knew it all too well.  They were utterly insignificant on such a scale.


  Bracing himself, he took the shuttle down towards planetary orbit, wishing – again – that the designers had solved the problem of crafting a starfighter that functioned equally well in space as on the ground.  There were humans down there, according to the announcement, humans who had been taken prisoner by the aliens.  He wanted to get down to the surface and tear into the alien defenders, pulling the prisoners out before they died in alien hands.  But his craft couldn't hope to survive a trip through the atmosphere ...


  An alien satellite loomed up ahead of him.  The computers engaged it automatically, blowing it apart before it could do anything threatening.  Tiny pieces of debris fell towards the planet’s atmosphere as Kurt led the rest of the squadron forward, searching for other alien satellites.  None of the satellites seemed anything other than civilian designs – not too different from anything human – but Kurt knew just how easy it was to hide a weapon in space.  They didn't even dare risk trying to take one of the satellites intact.


  “Space is clear, sir,” he reported, finally.


  Despite himself, Kurt was almost disappointed.  If he’d taken prisoners from an alien race, he would have made damn sure they were held somewhere that was heavily defended.  But the aliens, for whatever reasons of their own, clearly disagreed with his logic.  Maybe they’d assumed that humanity wouldn't bother to try to recover POWs.  Or maybe they just hadn't had the shipping to move them further into their territory.


  “Very clear,” Rose agreed.  As always, hearing her voice while they were on duty provoked a multitude of contradictory responses in his mind.  It had been much easier before they'd become lovers ... now, he was in danger of obsessing over her.  But, at the same time, he found it more than a little irritating.  “Even the debris is falling rapidly.”


  Kurt nodded.  Earth had always had nightmares about a settled asteroid or a massive space station falling out of orbit, even if it shattered into countless pieces first.  Adding that much junk to the planet's ecosystem couldn't possibly be healthy.  But the alien world wouldn't be badly affected by the relatively small amount of debris ... and besides, it was an alien world, not a human colony.  The aliens could take care of themselves.


  “Return to CSP positions,” he ordered.  Ark Royal was holding position some distance from the planet, making it easier to run for the tramline if necessary.  A handful of frigates, however, were moving into orbit, ready to provide fire support if the Marines needed it.  “And keep your eyes peeled.  These bastards have very good stealth, remember?”
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  “SPACE IS CLEAR, SIR,” Farley reported.  “No sign of any ground-based defences.”


  Ted wasn’t too surprised.  Ground-based defences were expensive and unreliable ... although, with their technology, the aliens could probably create something more capable than humanity had been able to produce.  But Alien-One was clearly nothing more than a tiny settlement and a POW camp, perhaps a clearinghouse for the aliens to use to sort through their prisoners and work out who they wanted to interrogate more carefully.  Or perhaps they just wanted to put the POWs out of the way and forget about them.


  He shook his head.  The aliens had gone to too much effort to gather the POWs merely to leave them alone.  Perhaps, once the POWs were recovered, they could shed light on how they’d been treated – and why.  Or perhaps they'd be as ignorant as their fellow humans.


  There was a bleep from the tactical console.  “Wait,” Farley said.  “One large ground-based transmitted, several hundred miles from the POW camp.  It’s broadcasting out into space.”


  Ted didn’t hesitate.  “Kill it,” he ordered.  That far from the POW camp there would be no risk of hurting the prisoners.  “Can you identify the intended destination?”


  Farley shook his head.  “The signal was beamed towards Tramline Four,” he said.  “But I don't know what – if anything – actually heard it.”


  They won't have heard it yet, Ted thought.  Tramline Four – leading further into alien-controlled space - was five light minutes from the planet.  But even though the transmission had been terminated, there was no stopping the first signal burst from reaching its destination.  There must be a ship there, lying doggo.  They’ll bring help from the next system.


  Farley looked up.  “The transmitter is dead, sir,” he said.  On the display, a fireball was rising from where the frigate-launched KEW had struck the transmitter.  “But I still don't know where it was aimed.”


  “Launch a pair of additional drones towards Tramline Four,” Ted ordered.  “If there are reinforcements within shouting distance, they’ll have to come from there.”


  He tried to work it out in his head, then gave up as he realised there just wasn't enough data to make even educated guesses.  What was on the other end of Tramline Four?  If there was an alien fleet in the system, how long would it take them to power up and advanced to Alien-One?  Long enough to get the POWs off the surface ... or quickly enough to force Ted to abandon some of them on the ground.


  “Vector two frigates towards the tramline,” he ordered, after a moment.  The frigates weren’t stealthy, but their sensors were better than the drones.  Besides, they could pop through the tramline themselves and see what was on the other side.  “I want advance warning if something pops through.  If nothing does by the time the frigates arrive, one of them is to jump into the tramline and investigate.”


  He turned back to the main display.  “And order the Marines to proceed with all due dispatch,” he added.  “We may be running short of time.”
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  CHARLES SUPPRESSED the urge to whoop and cry hurrah as the shuttles plunged through the planetary atmosphere, lurching from side to side as if they expected the alien ground-based defences – if there were any defences – to open fire at any moment.  This was what he'd signed up for, a daring combat drop right into the heart of enemy territory.  Maybe the enemy weren't as heavily armed as he assumed they would be, when the human military actually hit an alien colony world, but it was still a combat drop.  Drills just weren't the same.


  “Ten seconds,” he called, as the shuttle lurched violently.  There was no incoming fire, thankfully, but he was sure it was just a matter of time until they hit a heavily-defended world.  By then, the lessons from a reasonably placid combat drop would have to be learned and learned well.  “Five seconds ...”


  He was first out of the shuttle, as it should be.  The magnetic field tossed him through the hatch and sent him plunging down towards the world below.  Beside him, combat drones came online, spoofing enemy sensors and giving them a multitude of targets to engage ... if they’d had anything to use to engage the onrushing humans.  Behind him, the remainder of the Marines streamed out of the shuttle.  He spared a moment of sympathy for the damn reporter – no matter how hard he’d worked over the last few days, he was utterly unprepared for a combat drop – then turned his mind back to the landing.  Below, the alien camp was rapidly coming into view.


  The chute popped bare seconds before he would have hit the ground, yanking him to a slow fall that allowed him to land reasonably gently.  It disintegrated a second later as Charles moved forward, weapons and sensors searching for targets.  The combat datanet came online as the other Marines landed, most of them fanning out in a wide circle around the alien camp.  A smaller group would take care of the alien buildings to the south, dealing with any defences as rapidly and brutally as necessary, but taking aliens alive if possible.  Charles knew better than to think that taking prisoners would be easy, yet he knew the human race needed to learn to understand its foe.


  Pushing the thought aside, he led the way towards the alien camp.  The wall surrounding it was solid metal; despite seeing it from orbit, he’d expected to discover that it was actually a fence when they hit the ground.  It seemed excessive, somehow.  The alien guards swung around, then opened fire, confirming Charles’s suspicion that the aliens had managed to construct plasma weapons that could be comfortably carried by a single soldier.  Each of them, he recognised unwillingly, was capable of burning through a Marine-issue battlesuit ...


  “Return fire,” he ordered.  Shots rang out as the Marines engaged their targets.  He saw an alien head disintegrate as an armour-piercing bullet, intended to punch through armour comparable to the armour the Marines themselves wore, slammed through its target and went onwards.  “Take them all out.”


  Two Marines fell, alerts popping up in his HUD, as they rushed the camp, but the aliens suffered worse.  Despite not being taken by surprise, they had had no time to prepare proper defences before the Marines came down and surrounded them.  Charles couldn't help wondering if the aliens had seriously believed the human forces would never reach the camp or if the soldiers guarded it had been rated as expendable.  But the aliens still fought, no matter how helpless their position, and died in place.  Charles found himself caught between a kind of reluctant admiration and a cold, dispassionate disdain.  The aliens could have withdrawn from the camp before the Marines landed and saved their lives.


  The camp’s gateway was another piece of solid metal.  Charles muttered orders and the demolition team went to work, blowing the gateway right off its hinges.  Inside, he saw a handful of metal buildings – they looked to have been designed by humans, rather than aliens – and a number of human prisoners, staring at the Marines as if they were creatures from another world.  All of them were naked, even the women and children.  It made sense, he knew; it was hard for a naked human to conceal a weapon.  Hell, the aliens weren't likely to be interested in human bodies ...


  ... But it still didn't make it any easier to bear.


  “Most of them are clearly Mexican,” Yang muttered.  “But some of the others are not so recognisable.”


  He was right, Charles realised.  Who would have thought that the reporter had actually come in useful?  Pushing the thought aside, he activated his suit’s speakers.  It struck him, a moment later, that they might not actually speak English, before dismissing the thought as absurd.  English was a common second language in space, as well as the official language for all deep space activities.  Most of the POWs would definitely speak English.


  “Attention,” he said.  The POWs still looked listless, despite the appearance of salvation.  It bothered him more than he cared to admit.  “We’re the Royal Marines, from Earth.  We’re here to take you off this mudball, assuming you want to go.”


  The shuttles flew lower, then dropped down towards the cleared LZ.  For once, the POWs showed some reaction – absolute terror.  Charles blinked in surprise, wondering if they would have to knock the POWs out just to get them onto the shuttles, then relaxed as the shuttles touched down.  As soon as the roar of their engines faded away, the POWs relaxed and stopped panicking.


  “Women and children first,” Charles ordered.  Thankfully, the POWs didn't seem inclined to argue.  “Get into the shuttles and strap yourselves down.  Hurry!”


  A team of Marines swept the camp as the naked women and children made their way towards the shuttles.  The medic – the closest thing they had to a war crimes assessor – reported that the camp’s water contained a combination of various drugs.  One of them would make the POWs listless and biddable, another heightened their fears while dampening their other emotions.  At least that explained why the POWs had been able to endure their nakedness, the medic concluded, but he had no idea what the long-term effects of such treatment would be.


  “The drug has some similarities to a number of penal drugs,” he said.  “They may well have taken them from our supplies, perhaps from New Russia.”


  Charles shuddered.  Before discovering a suitable world for housing dangerous criminals and lacking the political backing to execute them, the human race had experimented with various forms of drugs to control their behaviour.  Some of them permanently dampened sexual ardour, others encouraged compliance and obedience.  But none of the drugs had been completely effective, he recalled, or they turned out to have thoroughly unpleasant side effects.  He found it hard to care about murderers or child molesters who’d been forced to take the drugs, but it was alarmingly easy to imagine them being used for less savoury purposes.


  He turned to watch as the remaining women were shoed into the shuttle by the Marines, then looked back at the medic.  “Can they be purged of the drugs?”


  “I imagine they’re in for a rough few weeks,” he said, shortly.  “Like all such drugs, they can be quite addictive if taken regularly.  But after that they should be fine.”


  Charles had his doubts.  Back during his first year of training, there had been a young recruit who had been a drug addict before trying to join the military.  Somehow, he’d stayed clean long enough for routine drug screening to miss him, but eventually his body’s demands for the drug had become overpowering.  He'd fallen off the wagon and he'd fallen off hard.


  “Make sure the doctors on the carrier know the situation,” he ordered.  “And you can detach yourself to assist them if necessary.”


  He strode through the rest of the camp, examining it quickly.  It was actually nicer than some of the camps he’d seen on Earth, complete with hot and cold running water, surprisingly comfortable beds and regular food.  A quick check revealed that the aliens were feeding their captives proper meals, rather than nutrient mush or something edible, but tasteless.  Charles couldn't help frowning as he walked back out of the building, wondering at their odd behaviour.  One moment they attacked mercilessly, the next they treated their captives with a curious mixture of kindness and ruthlessness.


  The remaining POWs started to panic again as the shuttles took off, clawing for the sky.  Some of the Marines attempted to calm them, but it was impossible until the shuttles had vanished into the wild blue yonder.  Charles looked at the panic in their eyes and found himself wondering, despite the medic’s words, if they would ever be normal again.  The drugs had clearly influenced their behaviour ... and not for the better.


  His radio buzzed.  “Sir,” one of the Marines said, “I think you should take a look at this.”


  Charles located the Marine on the datanet, then walked back to one of the buildings in the centre of the camp.  Corporal Glen was standing by a hatch, pointing to it with an armoured hand.  Charles followed the pointing hand and frowned as he saw English letters written on the metal.  Robert A. Heinlein.  For a moment, he puzzled over it before recalling one of the endless briefings he’d had to attend before boarding Ark Royal.  The Heinlein had been a colony ship, owned by a consortium of settlers who wanted to leave the rest of the human race far behind ... and they’d done it too.  They’d left human space before Vera Cruz had been settled and had never been seen again, until now.


  “Interesting,” he said.  Had the settlers gone far enough to encounter the aliens?  Had that been First Contact, not the attack on Vera Cruz?  Had the settlers somehow provoked the war?  “Take all the recordings you can for the analysts.”


  He stepped backwards, staring at the buildings.  Now he knew about the Heinlein, it was clear that the POW barracks were little more than prefabricated human buildings from a previous era.  The aliens, for whatever reason, had given humans human buildings.  It was yet another oddity for the social scientists to puzzle over, he decided, making a mental note to see to it that some of the more reliable researchers received a full report.  Some of the civilian ones made mistakes, misreading situations ... and then refused to confess to their errors.  And some of those errors had cost lives.


  His radio buzzed, again.  “Sir, we captured a handful of aliens,” Captain Jackson reported.  “I think you’re going to want to see this.”


  “Understood,” Charles said.  He couldn't help a flicker of excitement.  “I’m on my way.”
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  JAMES WATCHED IN HORROR as the first POWs stumbled out of the shuttles and onto the deck.  They were naked – drawing the attention of most of the shuttlebay crewmen, he noticed – but they walked like zombies, rather than human beings.  Even the children, young girls and boys, stumbled about as though they needed to be prodded in the right direction to keep them moving.  The reporters, who had hoped to make history by conducting the first set of interviews with alien POWs, stared in horror.


  He'd been worried that the POWs might pose a threat to the carrier.  As XO, it was his job to worry about such possibilities.  But right now, looking at their blank faces, he knew that they posed no threat.  The real problem was keeping them alive long enough to get to a proper medical facility.  Ark Royal’s sickbay was huge – frigates and other smaller ships were meant to ship their casualties to the carrier – but it wasn't large enough to handle 300 former POWs.


  “Get them sedated,” the doctor ordered, briskly.


  “Move them to another room first,” James ordered, silently grateful for the over-engineering Ark Royal’s designers had indulged in.  There was plenty of space for the POWs, once they were away from the shuttlebay.  “The shuttles have to go out again.”


  His communicator bleeped.  “You’ll need to secure the brig,” the Captain ordered.  “They caught some aliens.”


  James nodded, grimly.  Aliens ... aliens might well pose a real threat.


  He turned and directed the reporters to help the doctor and her staff urge the POWs out of the shuttlebay and into their new quarters.  For once, they didn't argue.
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  THE ALIEN BUILDINGS were right next to the shore, Marcus saw, as he followed Major Parnell towards the odd-looking buildings.  Human prefabricated structures were ugly blocks – designed that way to encourage the inhabitants to work towards building something more aesthetic for themselves – but there was something oddly attractive about the alien buildings.  They glimmered an eerie green and gold, shimmering faintly in the sunlight.  But it was the aliens themselves who really caught his attention.


  He'd seen images of the bodies that had been recovered from the wreckage Ark Royal had left in her wake, but this was different.  Up close, the aliens were a shimmering multitude of colours, some bright green, others orange or even yellow.  Compared to them, the difference between white and black humans – or even his father’s brown and his mother’s yellow – looked imperceptible.  He felt a chill running down his spine as he saw one of the aliens staring at him, his – or her – black orbs meeting his and refusing to look away.  It was impossible to escape the feeling that he had been weighed in the balance and found wanting.


  Somehow, he managed to pull his gaze away from the alien eyes and inspect the rest of their bodies.  There was something oddly snake-like about their bodies, undulating slightly as if they couldn't stay completely still, despite the weapons pointed at them.  They wore no clothes, as far as he could tell; their skins seemed faintly watery, as if they were used to swimming through the sea.  Perhaps they were, he guessed, as he saw one of the aliens turn to look at the shore.  Chances were they could swim far better than the Marines, no matter how intensely the Marines had trained.


  “One of the shuttles has been diverted,” a Marine called.  “They’ll take the aliens up into space.”


  “Good,” Parnell said.  He switched his suit’s speakers on, then addressed the aliens.  “Can you understand me?”


  The aliens seemed to flinch backwards, but said nothing.  It was impossible to tell if they were playing dumb or if they genuinely didn't understand.  Their bodies were still quivering faintly; fear, Marcus wondered, or was he trying to interpret their actions in light of human body language?  There was no way to understand the meaning of their motions.


  “Maybe the POWs know how to speak to them,” he said, out loud.


  “I doubt it,” Parnell replied.  “The aliens would be fools to let the POWs learn their language.”


  Markus smiled.  “I had a friend who had no gift for languages at all, but married a Malay girl,” he said.  “He insisted she talked to him in English.  Maybe the aliens think the same way.”


  He felt his smile widen as the shuttle swept down from high overhead, eventually coming to rest on the sandy beach.  Despite over 300 years of effort, the human race had yet to develop a viable AI ... and without one, automated language translators were fundamentally unreliable.  And that was when human languages were taken into account.  Who knew just how complex an alien language would be?  And the POWs would have ample motives to learn how to speak to their captors.  How else could they tell the aliens they were in pain?


  But if they had been drugged, he asked himself silently, how would they know they were in pain?


  The aliens started to produce hissing noises as soon as the Marines started to prod them towards the shuttle.  Markus wondered if they were trying to talk to their captors, but no matter how hard he listened he couldn't make out any understandable words.  He quickly checked to make sure that it was all being recorded – later, perhaps, he could get a translation – and then followed the protesting aliens as they marched towards the shuttle.  One of them broke free and ran, with a curious waddling motion, towards the water.  A Marine shouted after him, then shot the alien in the leg.  The alien toppled over and lay still.


  Markus swallowed hard as the alien was recovered by two Marines, then carried bodily into the shuttle.  The remaining aliens didn't show any further reluctance to move; they inched into the shuttle, then sat on the deck.  Markus watched the Marines secure them as best as they could, then sit back and wait for liftoff.  Moments later, the shuttle shuddered and lurched into the air.


  He heard one of the aliens let out a keening sound and winced, feeling an odd twinge of sympathy.  The aliens had been living with the POWs, performing odd experiments on the POWs ... and yet he couldn't help feeling a little sorry for the nine aliens.  They were going to be delivered to a secure facility in the Sol System ... or, perhaps, wind up killed by their own people if the aliens caught up with Ark Royal.  It was easy to believe that they would never see their home again.


  “He ran towards the water,” Parnell mused.  “There could be an entire alien settlement under the waves.”


  Markus stared at him.  The orbital sensors hadn't detected any settlements ... but they hadn't looked under the water.  How could they?


  “You think they stay in the water?”


  “They’re certainly built for it,” Parnell said.  “They remind me of that character from the TV show ... the guy who was a merman or something.  But thousands of them could be under the waves, hiding from us.”


  Markus shuddered.  He hoped the Marine was wrong.
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  “THERE WILL BE A REVIEW, of course.”


  Ted nodded, glumly.  There were strict rules for handling POWs, rules that would logically be applied to their alien captives too.  Humanity’s treatment of POWs tended to range widely, but the war wasn’t old enough for common decency to be forgotten – and besides, the aliens would be a source of intelligence in their own right.  There was no need to mistreat them even if there wasn't a political lobby that would rise up in arms at the merest hint the aliens weren't being treated gently.


  “Under the circumstances, I think we can agree that no action is required,” he said.  It was legal to use all necessary force to prevent prisoners from escaping – and while he was sure the Marines would face a great deal of second-guessing, the Admiralty would probably take their side.  “And the other aliens?  Are they healthy?”


  The doctor sighed.  She’d been irked at being called away from the rescued POWs in order to tend to the aliens, even though they were valuable prisoners.  “I am no expert in the care and feeding of alien life forms,” she said, “and nor is anyone else in the navy.  We have no baseline for what is normal for their race and what isn’t.  There are steps we can take to ensure that their quarters are suitable for them, and we think we can provide them with proper foodstuffs, but there are too many unanswered questions for us to be completely sure.”


  She gazed down at her terminal.  “I’ve used medical nanites to start building up a profile of a living alien,” she added.  “I’m reluctant to risk more invasive procedures until we have an excellent idea of how their bodies will respond.  The injured alien has been placed in a stasis capsule until we can work out how best to proceed with treatment.  For the moment, sir, there isn't much more we can do.”


  Fitzwilliam smiled.  “Should we place them all in stasis?”


  “If we had the capsules to spare, I’d recommend it,” the doctor said.  “As it is, I'm worried about the condition of several of the former POWs.  I’d prefer to put them in stasis if their condition worsens.”


  Ted sighed.  “What is their condition?”


  “Drugged, mainly,” the doctor said.  “Varying levels of dosage.  My subordinates and I have had a chance to inspect a handful of the POWs; there's very little actual damage, but there are signs that the aliens took blood and skin samples.  I don’t think they did anything more invasive themselves, at least to the surviving prisoners.”


  “Anyone they killed might have been forgotten,” Ted commented.  Drugged as they were, the prisoners might not have noticed if they’d lost friends or family to the aliens.  “Or simply held at another compound.”


  “We will ask them when they recover enough to talk to us,” the doctor assured him.  “For the moment, however, we can only treat their withdrawal symptoms and pray none of them die.”


  “I have a question,” Fitzwilliam said.  “Couldn’t we drug them ourselves?”


  “Keep them on the drugs, you mean?”  The doctor shook her head.  “Quite apart from the violation of medical ethics, Commander, the human body isn't designed for long-term addiction to anything.  Nor do we have the supplies to start easing them off the drugs.  All we can do is let them slowly clear their own systems and clean up the mess.”


  “Understood,” Ted said.  “Dismissed, doctor.”


  He watched the doctor leave the compartment, then turned to Fitzwilliam.  “Is there an alien city, after all?”


  “It looks that way,” Fitzwilliam confirmed.  “There’s nothing to be detected from orbit, but we flew a couple of drones over the ocean and picked up low-level emissions from below the waves.  We don’t have any suitable probes to drop into the water ...”


  “We could put one together,” the Chief Engineer suggested.  “It wouldn’t take too long, if we recycle a number of spare parts.”


  “We can't stay in this system for much longer,” Ted said.  He considered it for a long moment, then shook his head.  “We’ll come back, one day, and uncover the aliens then.”


  “There is another possibility,” Farley pointed out.  “We could drop rocks on the alien city from orbit.”


  Ted was revolted at the idea, although he had the uneasy feeling that suggestions like that were going to become more and more common as the war raged on.  The aliens had depopulated Vera Cruz and invaded New Russia.  God alone knew what was happening on the surface ... and, by now, they could easily have found other targets.  There was no shortage of tramlines within two or three jumps from New Russia that would take them to more populated worlds.


  “No,” he said, firmly.  “As long as we believe the aliens aren't committing mass slaughter, we will refrain from committing it ourselves.”


  “The Admiralty might disagree,” Farley pointed out, mulishly.


  Ted swallowed the urge to bite the young man’s head off.  Tired as they were, stressed as they were, that was pushing the limits for addressing one’s commanding officer.


  “Yes, they might,” he said.  He kept his voice very cold.  “But we have received no specific orders to bombard alien civilian settlements and we will not act without them.”


  And such an order would be illegal, he knew.  Killing enemy soldiers was one thing, butchering civilians was quite another.  If he gave such an order, his crew would be quite within their rights to refuse to carry it out.  And if they did carry it out, the Admiralty would charge them as being accomplices to genocide.  The entire crew might go on trial ...


  Would it ever be legal?  The thought was terrifying.  Even the most heavily-militarised human society hadn't managed to turn everyone into a warrior.  But what if the aliens had actually succeeded in producing a completely militarised society?  Would there come a time when genocide was the only way to end the war?  He shuddered, remembering the debates and moral quandaries they'd been forced to study at the Academy.  The Bug Scenario, they'd called it, a situation where humanity waged a war with a completely alien race, one bent on exterminating humanity.  Should the bugs be exterminated to save mankind?


  Angrily, he changed the subject.  “Do we know where the prisoners came from?”


  “Most of them are clearly Latin American in origin,” Fitzwilliam said.  “We assume they came from Vera Cruz, although in that case several hundred more remain unaccounted for.  The remainder ... we don’t know yet.  None of the DNA samples we drew matched with any of our records.”


  Ted wasn't surprised.  The Mexican Government hadn't been in the habit of sharing its files with anyone, least of all the major interstellar powers.  They would have to ask the Mexicans once they got back to Earth, maybe sharing the other DNA codes with everyone else and seeing who got a match.  Perhaps the aliens had jumped more than one colony mission before the attack on Vera Cruz.


  “See to their care and feeding,” he ordered.  He looked over at Parnell.  “And the alien prisoners?”


  “I have a squad of Marines stationed in position to provide security for the aliens,” Parnell reported.  Left unspoken was the very real possibility that the aliens could be threatened by Ark Royal’s crew.  “As far as we can tell, the aliens themselves don't pose a threat, but we’re taking every precaution regardless.”


  “Good,” Ted said, silently blessing his ship’s paranoid designers.  The quarantine ward was completely self-contained, to the point where the prisoners and their monitors could be completely isolated from the rest of the ship.  If they had any viruses that could spread to humanity, they wouldn't get very far.  “Make sure the guards are rotated regularly.  I don't want to take any chances.”


  “Lots of curious crewmen,” Parnell added.  “We might want to place recordings of the aliens on the datanet.”


  Ted hesitated, then shook his head.  He could understand the crew being curious about their alien captives, but he had no way of knowing how the aliens or their superiors would react to such treatment.  Humans wouldn’t be happy when they found out about the nude prison camp, even if cold logic suggested the aliens hadn't meant any harm.


  “No,” he said.  He looked around the compartment.  “Have we pulled everything useful from the penal camp and the alien base?”


  “We pulled a few samples of alien technology from their base,” Parnell said.


  “Aye,” Anderson growled.  “I’m looking forward to studying it, I am.”


  “As soon as we’re on our way,” Ted assured him.  “And the camp itself?”


  “There's nothing apart from the prefabricated buildings,” Parnell said.  “We searched thoroughly and found nothing else from the Heinlein.  I was hoping for a flight recorder, but ...”


  He shrugged.  “I suspect the full story of their colony mission won’t be known until we actually manage to talk to the aliens,” he admitted.  “Overall, if the prisoners hadn't been drugged, they would have been bored out of their minds.”


  Ted nodded.  Even when he'd been commander of a starship permanently stuck in the reserves, he'd had something to do.  Ark Royal had had no shortage of repair or modification jobs ... and when those palled, he'd had access to a vast entertainment library and the ship’s own production of rotgut.  But staying in a prison camp for weeks, perhaps months, with nothing to do would have driven him out of his mind.


  “Unless anyone sees a strong reason to remain in this system,” he said, “we will proceed to Tramline Two within the hour.  That should take us back on a course towards human space.”


  There was no disagreement.  Everyone knew that the aliens had signalled for help – and no one knew how long it would take for help to arrive.  If there was a large alien colony under the waves, help might well come sooner than later.  Ted couldn't imagine the Royal Navy abandoning Britannia as long as there was a hope of saving it, or even Nova Scotia.  No, the aliens would be on their way.  The only question was how long they had before the shit hit the fan.


  “Good,” Ted said.  He rose to his feet.  “Dismissed.”
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  “IT MUST HAVE BEEN HORRIFICALLY dangerous down there,” Barbie said.


  “It was,” Markus said, dramatically.  “And the worst of it was jumping out of the shuttle in a combat suit.”


  The Marines had gone out of their way to tell him how horrific the whole experience was – and, if anything, they'd understated.  Maybe there were people who skydived for fun, but Markus had already decided he wasn't one of them.  He’d taken one look at the ground coming closer, his sense of perspective so badly screwed up that he’d been unsure if he was falling or rising, then closed his eyes tightly.  The whole experience had left him trembling in his suit, permanently hovering on the verge of throwing up until he’d finally hit the ground.


  But there hadn't been any real danger, he knew, once they'd actually reached the ground.  The aliens hadn't tried to prevent them from landing or even reinforce the guards on the penal camp.  It was almost as if they wanted the POWs to be rescued.  But why?


  He thought back through the recordings he’d taken – or borrowed from the Marines.  Was the whole world a subtle trap?  Or had the aliens simply decided not to risk more than a token attempt to defend the camp with Ark Royal hovering high overhead, ready to pour fire down onto alien defensive stations?  But if it was a trap, the aliens would have had to know that Ark Royal had survived Russia ...


  The XO entered the briefing room, looking businesslike.  “Mister Yang, I need to speak with you,” he said, bluntly.  “Come with me.”


  Markus smiled as he followed the XO out of the compartment, feeling several reporters staring at his retreating back.  No matter how they pretended, they knew that they weren't really capable of understanding what was going on.  No, the only way to do that was to have friends and allies – sources, rather – among the military crew.  Markus’s status within the group, already high because he had been allowed to embed with the Marines, would rise even higher if they thought he had the XO’s ear.


  “I understand that you took recordings from the prison camp,” the XO said.  It wasn't a question.  “We would appreciate it if you kept them to yourself for the moment.”


  “As you wish,” Markus said, quickly.  There was no point in arguing.  Besides, they weren’t trying to confiscate his recordings.  “Do you think the aliens wanted us here?”


  “It's a possibility,” the XO conceded.  “If they believed we survived New Russia, there aren’t many other places we could go.  But why?”


  “The POWs,” Markus suggested.  “They could have been conditioned ...”


  “We thought of that,” the XO said.  Markus let out a sigh of relief.  “For the moment, they will remain confined.”


  He smiled, rather dryly.  “Do you have any other questions?”


  “Just one,” Markus said.  “Where are we going next?”


  The XO hesitated, clearly weighing the question in the balance, then shrugged.  “There are a handful of systems with tramlines that lead back to human space,” he said.  “We’ll pick our way through them, trying to avoid contact with the aliens – if possible.”


  Markus frowned.  “We’re not heading further into alien space?”


  “Not yet,” the XO said.  “We need to report in to Earth and ...”


  He broke off as the alert howled, bringing the ship to battlestations.  “I need to go to the CIC,” he said.  “You get back to your compartment.  Now.”


  “Yes, sir,” Markus said.
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  “APPARENTLY,” GLADYS said, “they were all naked.  The aliens and prisoners alike, I mean.”


  Kurt rolled his eyes.  Gladys was older than Rose, younger than him ... and queen of the chatterboxes.  When she wasn't flying her starfighter or resting, she was chatting to everyone from junior crewmen to Royal Marines.  It made her very well informed of what was actually going on, although she heard too many rumours for them all to be true.  Kurt rather doubted that anyone would have the nerve to organise a striptease onboard ship with the XO on the prowl.


  “Maybe they were molested,” one of the older male pilots grunted.  “Wasn't there a film about Mars needing women?”


  “That was about the shortage of women on the first colony,” Rose reminded him.  “There was an accident and twenty-seven colonists were killed, twenty-three of them women.  It had Jeremy Underline in his first starring role.  And Nasty Mildew.”


  Kurt smiled, despite the tension of being so close to Rose and yet pretending that everything was normal.  Jeremy Underline was a heartthrob movie star; Penny had spent a year with her room utterly plastered in pictures of the handsome actor.  It was odd to realise that Rose would have fancied him too ... but then, she was only five years older than Penny.  Nasty Mildew was worth watching, he recalled, yet the general theory at the time had been that she didn't really exist in reality.  The unions might have objected to VR actors – they took work from real actors, they felt – but surely no living human could have boobs that big and still walk upright.


  “There was a great nude scene,” the male pilot said.  “I remember it well ...”


  “I’m sure you did,” Kurt said.  He recalled, now, Molly throwing a fit at the filth Penny had been watching.  Penny had been thirteen at the time, too young to watch anything even remotely sexual – and there had been nothing remote about Nasty Mildew.  “But I don't think that was what the aliens had in mind.”


  “They'd have to work hard to find the wretched actor,” the male pilot said.  “I always knew she was a fake.”


  “You’d think a VR composite character could actually act,” Rose said.


  “I don’t think anyone cared about her acting,” Kurt said.  “Coming to think of it, Underline couldn't act his way out of a paper bag either.  Maybe he was a composite too.”


  Gladys cleared her throat, noisily.  “Maybe the aliens just don’t wear clothes and don't understand why we wear them,” she suggested.  “There are colonies where people walk around in the buff.”


  “Best shore leave destination ever,” the male pilot exulted.


  “Most people who go to nudist camps really shouldn't,” Rose commented.  She smiled at Kurt, a secret smile that was just a fraction too bright.  “But didn't the alien bodies we recovered after the first battle have clothes?”


  “Probably protective gear,” Gladys suggested.  She didn't seem to have noticed Rose’s smile, but Kurt knew she rarely missed anything.  “The aliens might well need protection, even if they don't wear clothes normally.  Can you imagine trying to fly a starfighter in the nude?”


  Kurt had to smile.  “No,” he said, finally.  The very thought was absurd, outside appallingly bad pornographic movies.  He'd be lucky if he didn't accidentally castrate himself with the flight stick.  “And nor should you.”


  The alert sounded before he could say anything else.  “To your fighters,” he snapped, thankful to be away from the embarrassing discussion.  The enemy had to have finally returned to the system, loaded for bear.  “Hurry!”


  Rose grinned at him as she ran out of the room.  Kurt flushed, then followed her until they reached the fork in the corridor that led to the launch tubes.  Nodding at her retreating back, he ran down his own corridor and scrambled into his starfighter.  Moments later, he was ready to launch.
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  “TWELVE ENEMY CAPITAL ships just jumped into the system through Tramline Four,” Farley reported.  “Janus sent us a full download before she was overwhelmed.  Two carriers, one battlecruiser and nine frigates.  Approaching on intercept vector.”


  Ted hesitated, then made up his mind.  “Set course for Tramline Two,” he ordered, coldly.  “Maximum acceleration.”
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  “I THINK WE WAITED TOO long, sir,” Fitzwilliam said.


  Ted nodded, wordlessly.  Both of the detached frigates had been destroyed, one of them at the other end of Tramline Four.  But the drones were still intact and reporting back to Ark Royal.  The alien ships were driving right towards them, not even bothering to leave a picket on the tramline.  They were definitely out for blood.


  “There must be something important on the other end of that tramline,” Farley suggested.  “If they managed to scramble a defensive force so quickly ...”


  “Immaterial at the moment,” Ted said.  If – when – they made it home, they could muster a large force to attack the alien system.  “Run me the attack vectors, please.”


  He watched, grimly, as the display filled with projected courses and attack vectors.  The alien craft definitely had a faster rate of acceleration than anything human, which meant they would overrun the flotilla halfway to Tramline Two.  Ted briefly considered trying to slip back into silent running, but there were too many alien craft to make it a viable tactic.  At best, they would remain undiscovered for a few hours ... and at worst, the aliens would manage to get close to their hull before being detected themselves.


  “Recall all starfighters,” Ted ordered.  It would be several hours before the alien craft entered engagement range.  Until then, there was no point in running his pilots ragged.  “And then concentrate on getting us towards Tramline Two.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lightbridge said.


  He didn't ask the question Ted saw on his face.  What would they do if Tramline Two proved to have no link to human territory?  The tramlines should lead back in the direction of human space, but what if their projections were wrong?  Ted knew the answer, even if he was reluctant to say it out loud.  They would have to keep going and hope they found a way to escape.  If, of course, they even made it to Tramline Two.


  The drones were sending back clear visuals of the alien starships now.  Ted found himself grimacing as he mentally calculated the number of starfighters the alien carriers could launch, then studying the power curves of the alien battlecruiser.  Despite its size, it was faster than any human frigate ... and presumably armed to the teeth.  Humanity hadn’t bothered to build large military starships, apart from carriers, but the alien point defence gave them the ability to make the ships workable.  He wondered, absently, just how badly the aliens had scaled up their plasma cannons before mounting them on the battlecruiser.


  He smiled, remembering the handful of alien weapons that had been scooped up by the Marines as they retreated from Alien-One.  Perhaps the engineering crew would be able to deduce their operating principles, which would allow the alien weapons to be duplicated.  Or perhaps they would expose a weakness which made the aliens vulnerable ... if EMP could be used to disrupt ship-mounted weapons, what could it do to handheld pistols and rifles?


  Humanity had experimented with EMP weapons – and EMP protections – for over two centuries.  The weapons had been quite successful in tests, but so had the protections worked into military technology.  Ark Royal’s sensor network wouldn't be badly dented if an EMP warhead went off too close to the hull, let alone her weapons and drives.  But the aliens ...


  They mount their plasma weapons on their hulls, he thought.  They cannot protect them without rendering the weapons completely useless.


  Shaking his head, he settled back to watch as the alien ships drew closer.


  “I’m picking up a stream of signals from the planet,” Annie reported.  The communications officer looked surprised.  “They’re beamed towards the alien ships, but our drones are picking them up.”


  “Probably reporting in,” Fitzwilliam said.  “And telling them that we took prisoners.”


  Ted tended to agree ... which raised the question of precisely what the alien ships would do, now they knew that Ark Royal carried nine aliens as well as the liberated POWs.  Would they give chase anyway ... or would they pull back, refusing to kill their own kind?  Ted had studied such moral dilemmas at the Academy and had been left with the feeling that they depended on circumstances.  Would it be wise to fire on a starship carrying prisoners if that starship was also carrying information that could not be allowed to reach enemy territory?


  He leaned forward.  “Can you decipher it?”


  “No, sir, not with the technology we have,” Annie said.  “My computers are still analysing the signal, but we don't have an understanding of the alien language, let alone whatever encryption programs they might be using.”


  Ted sighed.  Once, years ago, he'd taken part in an exercise where one side had been forced to send messages in the clear.  Most such exercises had the leaders devising codes to pass messages without being understood by anyone who might want to listen in, but this particular leader had taken advantage of having a handful of Gaelic speakers in his company by using them as code-talkers.  His opponents had claimed he was cheating, afterwards, yet the umpires had ruled in his favour.  If someone wasn't making the best use of his personnel, they’d pointed out, he was failing.


  But it was unlikely that combat decryption would ever be a viable tactic in its own right, he knew, even without adding the complexities of an alien language and alien encryption programs.  It just took too long to decrypt even a short message, by which time the window of opportunity for using the message might have already closed ...


  “The alien ships sent a short reply,” Annie said.  “Nothing else.”


  Somehow, Ted wasn't surprised when the aliens just kept coming.
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  “ENEMY CARRIERS ARE launching starfighters,” Farley reported, four hours later.  “Alien frigates are spreading out, but otherwise keeping their distance.”


  At least we taught them respect, Ted thought.  It was still another hour to Tramline Two, he calculated, by which time the aliens might well have overwhelmed them completely.  If nothing else, he privately resolved, the aliens were going to know they’d been kissed.  Hell, trading two of their modern carriers for Ark Royal would cost them dearly.


  “Launch starfighters,” he ordered.  “And then prepare to engage with mass drivers and unpowered missiles.”


  The aliens would know their tricks by now, he knew.  But they’d still have to be careful.  One hit from a mass driver would shatter their carriers .., maybe even their battlecruiser.  It might just allow him time to get his ship to the tramline ...


  “First enemy attack force inbound,” Farley added.  “Targets; our frigates.”


  Ted nodded, unsurprised.  Strip the carrier of her escorts first, then close in and wipe her weapons and sensors off her hull.  It made sense, he knew, which didn't make it any less irritating.  The alien weapons, combined with their speed and agility, would ensure that the following hour was going to be very unpleasant.  He wished, suddenly, that he’d spent more time talking with the other commanders, rather than just issuing orders through his subordinates.  But he had never commanded a multinational force before ...


  Hell, he thought.  There has never been a multinational space force until the aliens arrived.


  “Keep one squadron of starfighters to cover our hull, then direct the remaining craft to cover the frigates,” he ordered.  “And then target the mass drivers on the alien carriers and open fire.”


  On the display, the cloud of alien starfighters split up into several smaller formations as they entered engagement range, screeching down on the human frigates like a pack of wolves on helpless sheep.  Ted noted, absently, that they were clearly taking precautions against nukes or EMP-weapons, although there were limits to how much space the alien pilots could put between themselves and their fellows.  The frigates opened fire, picking off a handful of alien fighters as they closed in, then shuddered under the weight of alien plasma fire.


  Ted silently thanked God for the armoured warships.  Old they might be, primitive and slow they might be, but they were tough enough to stand up to the aliens.  But damage was mounting rapidly on their hulls as their weapons and sensors were stripped away.  One frigate stumbled out of formation as her drive failed, another vanished in a ball of fire when a lucky alien shot slipped through a gash in the hull and triggered an explosion.  Ted noted lifepods launching from the stricken ship, knowing that they were futile.  Unless the aliens saw fit to recover the human survivors, they were going to die in the vastness of interstellar space.


  Poor bastards, he thought.  He could launch shuttles to recover them – and there would definitely be volunteers to mount SAR missions – but the aliens would simply fire on the shuttles, assuming them to be warships.  There were protocols among human powers for recovering stranded personnel, yet the aliens had probably never even heard of them.  Besides, why would they allow humanity to recover personnel who could be turned around and sent right back to the war?


  “Franco is taking heavy damage,” Farley reported.  “Her drives are being targeted specifically.”


  Ted winced as he peered down at the display.  The alien starfighters had converged to the rear of the frigate and were pouring fire into her, shattering her armour piece by piece.  There was no escape, he saw; even as his starfighters raced desperately towards the frigate the aliens finally succeeded.  A series of explosions blew the frigate into a ball of radioactive plasma.  Her tormentors slipped away and vanished into the distance, then turned and zoomed back towards another frigate.  The human starfighters moved to block them.


  “Beta Squadron needs to reload,” Fitzwilliam said.  “Alpha Squadron is running dry too.”


  “Call them back,” Ted ordered.


  Gritting his teeth, he mentally cursed the aliens for having such effective weapons – and for not needing to reload in the middle of an engagement.  If Ark Royal had been a modern carrier, recalling her fighters to reload would have been disastrous.  Even with her heavy armour and heavier weapons, it still wasn't particularly safe for Ark Royal to have a quarter of her remaining starfighters out of the battle.  But there was no alternative ...


  “Hit,” Farley exulted, suddenly.  “We got one of the bastards!”


  Ted felt a desperate flash of hope as he saw one of the alien carriers staggering out of formation, having taken a bomb-pumped laser to her main hull.  He found himself torn in two as the aliens struggled to save their ship, torn between praying for them to succeed and praying for them to fail.  There was a brotherhood between human spacers, no matter what interstellar power they served, but did that brotherhood include the aliens?  For all he knew, they didn't even have the concept of brotherhood.  But he couldn't help feeling torn in two ...


  The display blinked, then replaced the icon representing the alien carrier with an expanding sphere marking a cloud of debris.  “Target destroyed,” Farley reported.  “I say again, target destroyed.”


  “Good,” Ted said.  The aliens had to feel the loss of a carrier ... although God knew they’d killed almost ten alien carriers since they’d gone to war.  But would it be enough to force them to take a step backwards and let Ark Royal escape?  “Target the other carrier and continue firing.”


  On the display, the alien craft converged, then flashed back towards Ark Royal with murderous intent.
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  KURT WAS FINDING IT hard to keep track of everything that was going on in the combat zone, despite his best efforts.  His carefully-planned formations had fallen apart as soon as the battle had begun, forcing pilots to fly with whatever wingmen they could find.  The aliens seemed to have definitely learnt from experience, filling space with thousands upon thousands of plasma bolts that threatened to wipe the human starfighters from existence.  At least one of his pilots, he’d noted savagely, had died because he’d flown right into the path of one of the plasma bolts, his craft exploding before he'd even recognised his mistake.


  He took a shot at an alien fighter, then gave chase ... but the alien pilot rapidly outpaced him, then flipped around and came darting back.  Kurt braced himself, allowed the computers to take the shot as soon as it became possible, then yanked his starfighter to one side.  Warning lights blinked up as plasma blasts flashed past his position, but none of them managed to score a hit.  The alien pilot wasn't so lucky.  A direct hit smashed his starfighter to atoms.


  “Good shot, boss,” Gladys called.  “A little help over here, perhaps?”


  Kurt nodded, barking orders as he flipped his starfighter around and moved to her assistance.  The aliens were taking ruthless advantage of their numerical superiority, ganging up on the human pilots and forcing them to scatter.  Kurt drove at one alien craft and had the satisfaction of seeing its pilot jumping out of the way, then broke through to cover Gladys as she turned to make the run back to the carrier.


  Clever bastards, he thought, sourly.  The aliens knew the human pilots needed to reload, so they were trying to make it impossible for them to return to the carrier.  He ordered Beta Squadron to cover the incoming fighters, but he was rapidly running out of pilots with loaded weapons.  The entire wing was running low on ammunition.


  “Alpha and Gamma, prepare to return,” he ordered.  Both squadrons were low, but most of the pilots still had some ammunition left.  “Let them come close before you open fire.”


  He felt a moment of unwilling admiration for the alien pilots as they streaked to block their path back to the human carrier.  They’d already picked off the point defence weapons covering the landing deck, allowing themselves to lurk there and pick off human starfighters trying to land.  It was clever, he admitted, although they weren't trying to fire into the carrier.  The armour would prevent a series of explosions that would destroy the ship, but they could easily render the landing bay effectively useless.  Or were they more interested in picking off the starfighters?


  Kindred, he thought.  Successful starfighter pilots were neither the wild untamed dogs the movies made them out to be or slavishly obedient servants of the military.  It was strange to realise that they might have something in common with the alien pilots ...


  “Fire,” he ordered.


  Caught by surprise, five alien starfighters were picked off before they even realised that their intended prey was far from toothless.  The remainder scattered, just long enough to allow the human pilots to land and rush through the reloading cycle.  Kurt slumped in his seat as the ground crew went to work, feeling utterly exhausted.  They were in deep trouble and it was far from over.  He’d have to go back out within moments ...


  He looked over at Rose’s starfighter, then cursed himself angrily.  Whatever else happened, he wanted her to survive ... and that was the kind of emotion he could not allow.


  Moments later, the starfighter lurched as it was shoved back into the battle.
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  “THE STARFIGHTERS ARE down to three squadrons worth of starfighters,” Farley said, quietly.


  Ted nodded.  Only three frigates remained intact and largely undamaged, allowing the aliens to concentrate their efforts on Ark Royal herself.  The repairs they’d carried out had made it harder for the alien pilots to get into range, but not impossible.  Ted had deduced that the aliens had no tradition of actually repairing their ships outside a shipyard, as the alien pilots seemed to have assumed that weapons damaged or destroyed at New Russia hadn't been replaced.  And they were still thirty minutes from Tramline Two.


  “Understood,” he said.  They needed time to recuperate, then reorganise their squadrons.  The CAG had done an excellent job, but the pilots needed more guidance than could be provided in the middle of a battle.  “And our mass drivers?”


  “Down to one-third projectiles,” Farley said.  “We haven’t scored a single hit.”


  “I know,” Ted said.  “But keep firing.”


  He scowled.  The aliens were aware of the danger now and were taking precautions, even if it meant withholding some of their starfighters from the swarms tearing the human fleet apart.  They'd come close to scoring a hit on the other carrier, but there was no such thing as proximity damage where mass drivers and inert projectiles were concerned.  They either scored a hit or they didn't.  There was no middle ground.  But, he told himself, if they kept spitting projectiles towards the carrier,  the aliens would be forced to keep some of their starfighters back to cover their ship ...


  The only consolation, he told himself, is that we wiped out six of their frigates with nukes.


  Farley swore, suddenly.  “Sir, the Rubicon ...”


  Ted blinked, then stared at the display.  The Italian frigate was lurching out of formation, her drives spluttering madly ... but she didn't seem to be damaged.  Beside her, the French and German frigates followed, altering course until they were plunging back towards the onrushing alien ships.  Ted stared, not understanding – at first – what he was seeing.  And then the frigates opened fire.  Their weapons seemed puny compared to the alien energy cannons ...


  “They’ll be in range of the plasma gun,” Fitzwilliam said, in shocked disbelief.  One of the alien frigates glowed, then vanished from the display.  The German frigate followed moments later, blown apart by a direct hit from the battlecruiser.  “Call them back!”


  Ted shook his head.  The French and Italian crewmen were committed now, he knew.  There was no way they could reverse course again and escape before it was too late.  He watched, torn between horror and respect, as the Italian frigate and the remaining alien frigate killed each other ... and the French frigate rammed the alien carrier directly.  Both starships vanished in a colossal explosion.
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  “DEAR GOD,” FARLEY SAID, very quietly.


  Ted was stunned.  It was rare, very rare, for one starship to try to deliberately ram another – and to succeed in ramming her target.  No matter what civilians might say, it was about as likely to happen as crashing into an asteroid while flying through an asteroid belt without bothering to keep a careful eye on the sensors.  But the frigates had sacrificed themselves to give the carrier – and the POWs – time to escape.


  The aliens seemed equally stunned.  Their starfighters flipped backwards, away from Ark Royal, even though they had nowhere to go.  Could the one remaining alien craft, the giant battlecruiser, take them onboard?  Or could they return to the planet and land under their own power?  Intelligence’s best guess was that the alien starfighters were no more capable of landing on a planet than humanity’s starfighters, but what if they were wrong?  Ted shook his head, dismissing the thought.  As long as the starfighters stayed away from his ship, it didn't matter what happened to them.


  “The ship-mounted plasma cannon must have a recharge period,” Anderson muttered, through the intercom.  “That would make sense, I think; they’d need to refill the containment chamber between shots ...”


  Ted couldn't disagree.  If the aliens had been capable of firing multiple shots without pause, all three frigates would have been destroyed as soon as they entered firing range.  Instead, they’d taken out a carrier and damaged the alien chances of catching their target.


  “Recall our starfighters, then keep us heading towards Tramline Two,” he ordered.  “Target the battlecruiser with the mass driver, then open fire if you believe you have a reasonable chance of scoring a hit.”


  “Understood,” Farley said, although he sounded doubtful.  The alien battlecruiser was surrounded by a swarm of starfighters, buzzing around like angry bees.  It was unlikely that a projectile would get within kilometres of its target without being engaged and deflected or destroyed by the starfighters.  Or an unpowered missile, for that matter.  “I’ll watch for a suitable opportunity.”


  Ted kept one eye on the alien ships as his starfighters reloaded, then repositioned themselves in the launch bay.  His pilots needed a chance to rest and recuperate, but they were unlikely to get it; silently, he made a mental note to insist on training up new starfighter pilots if the war threatened to go on for much longer.  There was no reason why a carrier the size of Ark Royal couldn't carry more than one starfighter pilot per starfighter, allowing the starfighters to be turned around and pushed back into combat quicker than before.


  The aliens kept their distance as the giant carrier moved rapidly towards Tramline Two.  Ted couldn’t help wondering if they’d learned caution ... or if they were merely waiting for reinforcements.  His imagination provided too many possibilities, including the very real danger of running into an alien ambush as soon as they jumped through the tramline.  But if there was an ambush waiting for them, the optimistic side of his mind pointed out, why had the aliens sought to bring them to combat already?  They could just have herded Ark Royal and her flotilla towards Tramline Two without coming close enough to engage the carrier.


  No way to know, he reminded himself.


  He keyed his console, instead.  “James, make sure that everyone has a bite to eat,” he ordered.  “I want them as alert as possible when we jump through the tramline.”


  “Understood,” his XO said.  “I’ll see to it at once.”


  Ted wondered, in a moment of mischievous amusement, just how badly the reporters were taking the running battle.  Had they learned to read the display well enough to realise that all of the frigates were now gone?  Or had they concluded that Ark Royal had actually won the battle outright, rather than scoring a victory on points?  He considered, briefly, calling their compartment and asking them, before dismissing the thought as unworthy of him.  There was no point in wasting time ...


  Midshipwoman Lopez appeared with a tray of food packets, which she passed around the bridge.  Ted took his gratefully, silently impressed that the young woman was bearing up well under the stress of combat – and dealing with reporters.  He made a mental note to ensure she was promoted when they returned to Earth, perhaps with a transfer to a more modern starship if it was what she wanted.  Or maybe she’d prefer to stay on Ark Royal.  Unless the human race made a definite breakthrough in point defence – and light armour – the modern carriers were little more than death traps.


  “Thank you,” he said.  The packaged food had no taste, as far as he or anyone else had been able to determine, but it did help him to become more alert.  He ate the two ration bars – they had the consistency of fudge, although not the taste – and then passed her the empty package.  “How are the reporters coping?”


  Midshipwoman Lopez smiled.  “They’re coping about as well as can be expected,” she said.  “I don’t think they understand the situation.”


  Ted smiled.  It was a very diplomatic answer.  “Good,” he said.  “Keep an eye on them, once you have finished with the food.”


  He turned back to the display as Tramline Two loomed up in front of them.  The aliens might well have left a stealthed picket somewhere along the tramline, watching the human ships as they fought their desperate battle for survival.  They'd clearly had a ship at Tramline Four, so why not one at Tramline Two.  And they’d have a very good idea of where – precisely – the human ships would jump into the system.  There was no time to do anything to make their jumping coordinates more random.  If the aliens had an ambush waiting for them, it would be impossible to avoid.  They’d just have to hope they could fight their way through it.


  “All starfighters are ready to launch,” Fitzwilliam reported.  “The pilots are standing by.”


  Ted scowled.  The pilots had waited for hours, then fought savagely ... and all the best studies agreed that starfighter pilots should have hours of rest between bouts of combat.  But the scientists who had carried out the studies weren't on the carrier.  He had no choice, apart from sending his exhausted pilots back into the fight.  Assuming, of course, the aliens were lurking in ambush.


  “Jump,” he ordered.


  He braced himself as the display went dark, then flickered back to life as they materialised within the new star system.  The aliens could be waiting ... but nothing materialised, apart from a single icon that was drifting 500 thousand kilometres from their position.  It looked like a monitoring satellite, Ted decided, which was confirmed when the satellite started to send a stream of data into the inner system.  Ted ordered its immediate destruction – a single blast from a railgun would suffice – then turned his attention to the sensor reports.  There was one source of signals within the inner system ... and only one other tramline.


  “It isn't jumping back towards human space,” Annie reported.


  Ted shrugged, briefly considering their options.  He could launch an ambush himself, when – if – the alien ship came through the tramline, but it would be too risky.  God alone knew what was lurking within the alien system, yet if they’d left Alien-One largely undeveloped to avoid alerting human survey ships, there was no guarantee that they'd done the same for Alien-Two.  At some point, he knew, they would have to fortify their worlds to prevent the humans from accidentally stumbling over their settlements and then escaping to alert the human race.


  “Take us towards it anyway, best possible speed,” he ordered.  Turning, he looked over at Farley.  “Launch two of our remaining drones towards the alien world.  I want to know what – if anything – is there, waiting for us.”


  There was a chime from his console.  “I'd like to withdraw half of the pilots for a rest in the sleep machine,” Fitzwilliam said.  “They need it, desperately.”


  Ted cursed under his breath.  They were still too close to the tramline for him to be sanguine about stripping half of the starfighters from the launch roster.  But, at the same time, he knew his pilots were exhausted.


  “Hold for ten minutes,” he said, studying the tramline as it fell behind them.  “I want to see what the aliens do.”


  “Understood,” Fitzwilliam said.


  He didn't say anything else, for which Ted was grateful.  Maybe he had wanted to steal command for himself, once upon a time.  Ted couldn't really blame him for wanting to promote himself by any means possible.  But he was smart enough to know that they couldn't afford internal bickering, not now.  The minutes ticked away with no sign of the alien battlecruiser.


  “Launch another drone,” Ted ordered.  The further they moved from the tramline, the harder it would be to pick up a transit signature when the alien ship finally made its appearance.  “I want to know when it arrives.”


  “Yes, sir,” Farley said.  He hesitated, noticeably.  “We only have three drones left.”


  Ted sighed.  “Launch it anyway,” he ordered.  The beancounters would make a terrible fuss, but without that information they might well be caught by surprise when the battlecruiser made its return appearance.  He keyed his console.  “James, send half the pilots for their rest now.”


  “Aye, sir,” the XO said.  “And you should get some rest too, sir.”


  Ted rubbed his eyes.  The XO was right, he knew.  But he was unwilling to leave the bridge until the battle was over.


  “You get some rest,” he ordered, instead.  “I need to stay here.”


  Oddly, Fitzwilliam didn't argue.


  Ted leaned back in his chair and watched the reports from the drones plunging into the inner system.  The second tramline was on the other side of the source of alien signals, a Mars-like world that seemed to have nothing going for it apart from a surprisingly large number of small moons orbiting it.  Ted found himself wondering if the aliens had actually captured hundreds of asteroids and steered them into planetary orbit, producing a vast network of habitats and industrial nodes.  But the world seemed surprisingly undefended for an industrial complex ... and besides, it was far too close to the front lines.


  But the Russians wanted to turn New Russia into a centre of industry, he thought.  They didn't know that the aliens might come on the offensive at any moment.


  He puzzled over the issue as the data continued to flood into the computers.  The analyst section identified a handful of small mining complexes, all disappointingly comparable to human systems.  It seemed the aliens didn't bother to waste ultra-advanced technology on mining camps, any more than the human industrial complexes.  Most of the technology used to mine the asteroids and the lunar surface predated the general advance into space itself.


  “Curious,” he muttered, out loud.  “All that industry and hardly any defences.”


  “We might not be able to see the defences, sir,” Farley pointed out.  “We’re operating at quite some distance from the planet.”


  Ted smiled, calculating the vectors.  If the alien battlecruiser didn't make its appearance, he would be tempted – very tempted – to pause long enough to lay waste to the system.  The outcome of modern wars were largely determined by the production war, with one side out-producing its rival and crushing its enemies under the sheer weight of its produce.  But the aliens knew where humanity’s industrial centres were located, allowing them to target their attacks on facilities that had taken years to produce, while the human race had no idea where to hit their enemy’s industrial base.  A few deep-strike raids, Ted realised, and the human race would lose many of its industrial complexes.  And the war itself would be lost with them.


  “Continue on our present course,” he ordered, finally.  Where was the damn battlecruiser?  Surely the aliens would want to keep tabs on Ark Royal, rather than let her wander through alien-controlled space without supervision.  “Alert me when we make our closest approach to the planet.”


  He glanced at the timer.  Nine hours to go.  Fitzwilliam was right.  He did need to sleep.


  Once he’s had his shot in the sleep machines, I’ll take mine, Ted thought.  He disliked the sleep machines – they just didn't feel right – but there was no alternative.  And then I might feel more alert.


  #
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  “THEY REACTED RATHER oddly, sir,” the Marine reported.  “As soon as we jumped, they started keening.”


  Charles frowned, studying the alien prisoners through the surveillance sensors.  The aliens hadn't shown much reaction to the quarantine compartment or the human observers, but that could be nothing more than lessons from an alien version of the dreaded Conduct After Capture course.  What would the aliens, who had presumably known about humanity long enough to devise protocols for any of their race who happened to be taken prisoner, have told them to do?  Humans were supposed to restrict themselves to name, rank and serial number ... although if the captors felt like conducting a more rigorous interrogation, it was unlikely that any of the prisoners could have held anything back.


  Not that it matters, he thought, wryly.  They can't speak English and we can't speak their language.  We might have captured the King of all the Aliens and we’d never know it.


  “Interesting,” he said.  The human observers had retreated hastily, complaining about their ears hurting.  “Have they done anything else?”


  “No, but they must have sensed the jump,” the Marine said.  “They know there’s no hope of recovery now.”


  Charles sighed.  No one had seriously considered having to deal with prisoners from an alien race, not until Vera Cruz ... and, as far as he knew, no real protocols had been developed to handle the situation.  The planned First Contact bore no resemblance to what had actually happened.  Between them, the doctors and the Marines were making it up as they went along.


  “It would give them a reason to talk to us,” Charles said.  “But if they can't ...”


  He shook his head.  These days, human prisoners were either treated under the laws of war or rated as terrorists, depending on when and where they were captured.  The Third World War had left massive scars on the human psyche, sweeping away much of the idealism that had marked the previous century.  POWs could expect to be held until the end of the war – unless someone arranged a prisoner exchange – or to be interrogated and then shot.  Aliens, on the other hand ... even if they’d merely captured the alien version of junior crewmen, they still needed to be treated carefully.


  “I’ll discuss it with the Captain,” he said.  “Have they managed to master their cell?”


  The Marine smiled.  “They didn't have any problems with the knobs,” he said.  “Turns out they like the cell warm, but moist.  Feels like Kuala Lumpur in there, sir.  I think they would put it even higher if they could.”


  “We’ll have to build them a better cell, when we get them home,” Charles said.  He looked up as Doctor Hastings stepped into the observation sector.  “Doctor.”


  “Major,” the doctor responded.


  Charles looked at her, thoughtfully.  She looked as tired as everyone else felt, but there was a curious excitement pushing her onwards.  “What have you discovered?”


  “I’ve been trying to work out a baseline for this race,” the doctor said.  She smiled as she pushed past him to look at the aliens.  “Of our nine captives, I believe that four of them are actually female.”


  “Oh,” Charles said.  He looked back at the aliens, puzzled.  As far as he could tell, there were no physical differences beyond skin colour.  There were no breasts or penises.  “How do you tell the difference?”


  “There are none, on the surface,” the doctor said.  “But internally there are some quite significant differences.  That one there” – she pointed to a green-skinned alien who looked identical to the others – “is female, with an organ that seems to produce eggs for expulsion into the water.  Males” – she nodded to another alien – “produce sperm, which is also expelled into the water.”


  “Tadpoles,” Charles said, in sudden understanding.


  “Indeed,” the doctor said, giving him a smile that made her tired face look strikingly pretty.  “My best guess, Major, is that they reproduce by ejaculating into warm water, rather than direct sexual contact.  It’s quite likely that they don’t have any real concept of physical love as we understand the term, or bastardry for that matter.  Their society might well be very different from ours.”


  Charles had a sudden vision of the aliens leaving sperm and eggs everywhere they went, hoping that they would match up and produce children.  Once conceived, what would happen to the child?  Instead of one parent ... who would take the children in?  Their society must have people trained to serve as mothers and fathers, even if they weren't biologically related to the child’s parents.  Hell, the child’s parents might never even have met!


  “There are no other major differences between the sexes,” the doctor added.  “I think that they won’t have invented any form of sexual discrimination, not when females are fully as strong as males.”


  “But they miss out on a lot,” Charles mused.  “No sex.”


  “It would seem perfectly normal to them,” the doctor pointed out, tartly.  “And besides, do you know how much time is wasting having and rearing children?”


  Charles shrugged.  “It used to be that the best years of a woman’s life were the ones where she was expected to have children and bear the burden of raising them,” the doctor explained.  “By the time the children were old enough to flee the nest, their mother couldn't really do anything else.  It was only since the development of technology that the women could go back to work – and now, with life-extension treatments, the women have more years to play with.  How many female geniuses were lost to the ages because of the demands of childbirth?”


  The alarms howled before Charles could reply.  He glanced at his terminal, then swore.


  “They’re back,” he said.
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  TED JERKED BACK TO full awareness as the alarms sounded.


  Shit, he swore, inwardly.  He'd committed the cardinal sin of almost falling asleep on the bridge.  A young midshipman who dozed off while on watch would be lucky if he wasn't demoted all the way back to cadet by his outraged CO.  Ted forced himself to put the thought aside, then stared at the display.  A single red icon was emerging from the tramline they’d taken to reach Alien-Two.


  “The battlecruiser, sir,” Farley said.  If he’d noted Ted’s near-collapse, he said nothing.  “They must have assumed that we were planning an ambush.”


  Ted nodded, silently giving thanks for the alien commander’s paranoia.  He’d taken the time to enter the tramline at a different point, thwarting any planned ambush ... but, incidentally, giving Ark Royal some time to put distance between the two ships.  He watched, coldly, as the alien ship started after them, without waiting for any sensor reports.  It took his tired mind a long moment to realise that the aliens already knew their destination.  There was literally nowhere else the human ship could go.


  “They’re keeping their distance too,” Farley added.  “They could overrun us well before we reached the tramline, if they pleased.”


  “True,” Ted agreed.


  He ran his hand though his hair, considering the possibilities.  Maybe the aliens weren't as confident of their predictions as they acted.  Or maybe they thought the human ship was powerful enough to best the battlecruiser, even though her starfighter squadrons had been shot to ribbons.  Or maybe they were still herding her towards a final ambush.  He silently cursed the alien FTL drive under his breath.  With a bit of luck, the aliens could muster an ambush while Ark Royal followed a predictable path.


  “Continue on course towards the tramline,” he ordered.  There was no point in trying to hide, not now.  The aliens knew roughly where they were.  “And draw up a strike pattern for targeting the alien facilities in orbit around the planet.”


  It was risky, he knew; if the aliens had a major colony on the surface there was a very definite possibility that one of the human projectiles would strike the planet’s surface and carry out an atrocity.  But there was no time to target their weapons more precisely – and he had no intention of wasting irreplaceable missiles on targets that couldn't shoot back.  He simply didn't have enough to spare.


  “They didn't bring any starfighters,” Fitzwilliam said.  He sounded disgustingly alert after half an hour in the sleep machine.  He’d pay for that later, but for the moment he could carry out his duties without tiredness blunting his edge.  “What happened to them?”


  Ted shrugged.  Maybe the alien pilots had made it back to Alien-One, maybe they’d been picked up by the battlecruiser ... or maybe they’d expired in the merciless reaches of outer space.  There was no way to know.


  “Take command,” he ordered, surrendering to the inevitable.  “I’m going to take some rest in the sleep machine.  Alert me if the aliens start to run us down.”


  #
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  KURT CRACKED OPEN THE lid and sat up, feeling his head spinning slightly.  It wasn't quite a headache, but it was bad enough to blunt him.  His chronometer stated that he’d been in the sleep machine for barely an hour, nowhere near enough to replenish his reserves.  But there was no more time to rest, not now.  A quick look at the status display showed the alien battlecruiser, tracking Ark Royal with murderous intent.


  He sighed as the other sleep machines opened, revealing two-thirds of his remaining pilots.  The remainder, waiting in the launch tubes, were even more tired than the rest of them.  Kurt forced his head to start working, thinking hard.  The squadrons needed to be reorganised – Delta Squadron was effectively out of service, having one surviving pilot – but he was too tired to do it properly.


  “Dave, Gus, Gladys and Mike, take the ready starfighters,” he ordered.  “You're now classed as Beta Squadron.  Everyone else in this compartment is part of Alpha Squadron.”


  Rose looked irked – he’d effectively demoted her – but she looked too tired to argue in front of the others.  If they made it home, Rose would probably be given a whole new starfighter squadron on a different starship, one where her experience could be passed on to starfighter pilots who had never even seen an enemy starfighter.  Kurt allowed himself a moment of relief, then pushed it aside ruthlessly.  Their relationship, their secret relationship, meant nothing.  All that mattered was staying alive long enough to give the aliens one final bloody nose before they were overwhelmed.


  “Alpha, go get a shower,” he added, after taking another look at the display and calculating the vectors in his head.  The aliens, unless they sped up, would need at least two hours to overrun the carrier.  By his assessment, the aliens were keeping tabs on their location rather than attempting to actually stop Ark Royal.  “You all stink like ...” – his imagination failed him – “a very stinky thing.”


  “Same to you, sir,” Oxford said.  “You shouldn't have worn your socks in the sleeping machine.”


  It was a measure of how tired he was, Kurt decided, that he found himself giggling helplessly for several seconds.  “Shower,” he snapped, when he could finally talk again.  “Now.”


  He watched them go, then looked over at Rose.  “I understand,” she said.  She leaned forward and kissed his lips hard, then strode past him into the shower.  Kurt glared at her back, then forced his body back under control.  She called back to him as her clothes hit the deck.  “Come on, sir.  The water’s fine.”


  Kurt gritted his teeth, realising that he’d lost his detachment once and for all.  Somehow, he managed to keep his eyes off her, covering himself by scrubbing thoroughly at his feet and legs as the water ran down his body.  As soon as he felt clean, he stepped back out of the shower, towelled himself down and checked the display.  The alien battlecruiser hadn't moved any closer.  Indeed, it seemed to have decided to match the carrier’s speed even though it could have easily moved a great deal faster.


  It's precisely what we want them to do, Kurt thought, as he pulled on a clean flight suit.  They’re being very obliging.  And that’s what bothers us.


  “Stay here,” he ordered, as the other pilots scrambled out of the shower, water running off their bodies.  “If the alert sounds, go to your fighters at once.”


  The hatch opened as he reached it, revealing Gamma Squadron’s pilots.  They looked even more haggard than the other pilots, unsurprisingly.  And they stank too, just like the others before they’d showered.  None of them really cared to remain in the cockpits for so long.


  “Have your showers, then get a nap,” Kurt ordered.  “And then join the remaining pilots here.”


  He walked down to his office, closed the door firmly and brought up the squadron rosters.  It seemed absurd to be doing the paperwork now, when the aliens were tracking them, but it helped keep his mind off other things.  He could record a message for Molly and the children, yet it was unlikely they would ever hear it.  Or he could call Rose ...


  Angrily, he shook his head.  The aliens were in hot pursuit.  They couldn't afford to be caught with their pants down, not now.


  #
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  TED DIDN'T FEEL MUCH better after several hours in the sleep machine – Fitzwilliam had evidently decided to let him sleep longer than he’d planned - but one glance at the display was enough to reassure him that the alien battlecruiser was still keeping its distance from the carrier.  Unfortunately, it had also launched a spread of drones of its own, ensuring that Ark Royal couldn't hide without being detected.


  “We have a lock on several targets in orbit around the alien world,” Farley informed him, when he stepped back onto the bridge.  A shave and a shower had made him feel much better about himself.  “I don't think there is a major risk to the planet itself.”


  Ted nodded, studying the reports from the drones.  There were dozens of large structures in orbit, most of them clearly industrial nodes.  But there were relatively few defences, as far as he could see.  Was it possible, he asked himself, that some of the nodes were actually drones or ECM beacons?  If human technology could fool the aliens long enough to let Ark Royal launch an ambush, why couldn't the aliens do the same?


  “It’s impossible to be certain at this distance,” Farley admitted, when Ted asked.  “”But they would have had to set up the trap well before we arrived in the system.”


  “True,” Ted agreed.  “Are you ready to open fire?”


  “The mass drivers are armed and ready,” Farley said.  “We can fire on your command.”


  Ted nodded.  Given the distance between themselves and the planet, they would be past the perfect firing location before they knew if they’d hit their targets or not.  But it didn't matter, he told himself.  If they missed, or if the alien point defence was sufficient to stop the projectiles, he had no intention of wasting any more.  Besides, the aliens were unlikely to give them time to stop and reload from the local asteroid belt.


  “Fire,” he ordered.


  Long hours ticked away as the silent projectiles rocketed towards their targets.  Ted watched, keeping one eye on the alien battlecruiser, until the first reports started to come back into the display.  Four facilities had been hit and destroyed, seven had turned out to have a surprisingly heavy concentration of point defence weapons and two more were missed outright.  Under the circumstances, Ted decided, it was the best they could reasonably hope for.


  The alien battlecruiser showed no reaction, no inclination to accelerate and enter engagement range.  Indeed, the distance it was keeping was safe by several orders of magnitude.  Ted puzzled over it, wondering just what the aliens would think of a CO who didn't try to save the facilities.  A naval officer would understand that there was nothing the battlecruiser could have done, but his civilian superiors would have complained loudly at the absence of any actual attempt to save the planet.  They wouldn't understand the realities of naval combat ... he wondered, with a sudden flicker of envy, if the alien government was composed of naval officers.  God knew there was a human colony that believed that military service was the only way to gain the vote.


  He turned back to look at the tramline, stretching out ahead of them.  At this rate, the aliens would let them leave the system without interference ... and he couldn't help, but wonder if that was what the aliens wanted the human ship to do.  It was easy enough to project the destination of the tramline, yet there was no way of knowing what might be waiting for them at the other end.  And, with a stealthed picket ship, the aliens would have plenty of time to note Ark Royal’s course and set an ambush.


  “Prepare two more drones,” he ordered, looking over at Farley.  “I want to cause as much confusion as possible as we come out of the tramline.”


  It might be wasted effort, he knew.  Given enough time, the aliens could have seeded space with beacons and detectors.  But he had to try.


  Shaking his head, he picked up the latest report from the doctors and started to read.  The aliens were very alien, unsurprisingly.  But there didn't seem to be any threat of disease, thankfully.  God alone knew what would happen if the Admiralty believed Ark Royal to be compromised.  They’d probably insist on flying the carrier right into the nearest star.


  But there was one thing the report couldn't answer.  How, precisely, did the alien thought processes differ from human ones?


  And just what were they planning for Ark Royal?


  “Angle us towards the tramline,” he added, watching the timer closely.  Soon enough, the aliens wouldn't be able to intercept them before they made the jump.  There would be an opportunity, Ted calculated, to make an escape into silent running before the battlecruiser caught up ... assuming that there was no waiting ambush.  If there was ... they’d just have to fight and pray.  “Give me a countdown as soon as we reach the two-minute mark.”
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  “WHY DON'T WE JUST GO faster?”


  James concealed his tired amusement at Barbie’s question.  Ark Royal wasn't trying to crawl through space, not with her drives straining desperately to push them faster and faster towards the tramline.  But, compared to a modern human carrier – or the alien battlecruiser – she was a wallowing hippo.  The only thing preventing the alien ship from closing to engagement range was her commander’s reluctance to close the distance between them and the carrier.


  “Because we don’t have the drives to go faster,” he said.  “It was a terrible oversight on the part of the designers.”


  The thought made him scowl.  He’d read all the debates in the various naval forums, after Ark Royal had been commissioned into the Royal Navy, in what little spare time he’d had since becoming fascinated with the ship.  Some designers had argued that the carrier was simply too heavily armoured for her own good, that she would hold back the fleet if the Royal Navy ever went on the offensive.  And she was cripplingly expensive.  Even the American and Russian carriers that had come into service at the same time were lighter.


  But now ... now Ark Royal had a survival rate the modern carriers could only envy.  New Russia had proven that; twelve modern human carriers, all wiped out with ease.  Even now the alien weapons were a known quality, the modern carriers would still be in trouble.  The last he’d heard, the designers were planning to add extra armour, hoping it would give the ships a fighting chance.


  I guess the designers got the last laugh, after all, he thought.  But will they ever know what happened to us?


  “Heads should roll,” Barbie said, with great certainty.  “When we get home, we will make sure everyone knows just how badly the designers performed.”


  “Don't tell them that,” James said, quickly.  “They did better than the more modern designers.”


  His communicator buzzed.  “We cross the tramline in ten minutes,” the Captain said.  “Report to the CIC.”


  “Understood,” James said.  “I'm on my way.”


  Barbie caught his hand before he could leave the compartment.  “Commander,” she said, “once we cross the tramline we’ll be safe, right?”


  James hesitated.  The truth was that the alien battlecruiser would have no difficulty in crossing the tramline after them, although it might take the time to ensure that the humans couldn't lay an ambush.  He'd thought about advising the Captain to do that, but it would be chancy.  Too chancy, perhaps.


  “We’ll be out of this system,” he said.  He didn't have the heart to tell her that they might fly straight into an ambush.  “I don't know what will happen afterwards.”


  Shaking his head, he turned and walked out of the hatch.
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  “NO SIGN OF ANY PICKET ships,” Farley reported.  “The tramline seems to be empty.”


  Ted nodded, although he knew it meant nothing.  The aliens could be hiding under stealth or simply running silent.  It wouldn't be hard to use passive sensors to track the carrier’s progress, not now they were close to the tramline.  And the battlecruiser was still keeping its distance.


  “Sound the alert,” he ordered, quietly.  The alarm howled through the ship, bringing the crew to battlestations.  Ted watched as the ship’s weapons came online, followed rapidly by the starfighter pilots checking in.  Tired as they were, they were still ready to fight to defend their carrier.  “Reports?”


  “All decks report ready, sir,” Farley reported.


  Ted took a breath.  “Jump,” he ordered.  “Now!”


  Space twisted around them, the display fading into darkness before lighting up again.  Ahead of them, there was a dull red star, surrounded by hundreds of asteroids.


  “No contacts,” Farley said.  “No alien contacts detected at all.”


  Ted stared at the display, wonderingly.  Had the aliens merely sought to keep an eye on them rather than placing an ambush ahead of their course?


  An alarm sounded from the helm console.  “Captain,” Lightbridge said.  “There are no other tramlines here.”


  Ted swore in sudden understanding.  The aliens hadn't engaged because they'd known Ark Royal was heading towards a dead end.  She’d been heading in precisely the direction the aliens wanted her to go.  Hell, the bastards could use the battlecruiser to keep the carrier penned in while they summoned additional reinforcements.  He thought, desperately, as the carrier moved away from the tramline, but nothing came to mind.  They were trapped.


  “Silent running,” he ordered.  Unless the aliens had surveyed the system very carefully, Ark Royal could pose as just another asteroid.  One battlecruiser couldn't hope to identify them among the other pieces of space junk.  “Leave one powered-down drone by the tramline but hold the others.  We need to hide.”


  “Yes, sir,” Farley said.


  Ted scowled down at the display.  A thin translucent line – an alien tramline – winked into existence, mocking him.  They couldn't use it to escape, even though it seemed to head back into human space.  There was no way they could build an improved Puller Drive in time to make it out.  Moments later, the alien battlecruiser popped into existence.  Ted watched, holding his breath, then sighed in relief as he realised the aliens had lost them.  But that wouldn't last indefinitely.


  The conclusion was inescapable.  They were trapped.


  “You have the bridge,” he growled.  Bitter helplessness warred in his mind.  They were trapped – and it was his fault.  If he’d taken the risk of jumping back towards New Russia instead ... he shook his head, angrily.  Now, he would have all the time in the world to second-guess himself.  “Keep us drifting here.”


  With that, he strode through the hatch and headed down towards his cabin.
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  JAMES STUDIED THE DISPLAY, feeling cold ice congealing around his heart.


  The realities of the tramline network were well-understood, he knew.  Without a tramline, travel from star to star was impossible.  God knew that at least one sublight colony venture had deliberately aimed for a star that was believed to have no tramlines, putting six light years between them and the closest human world.  But every other star system reached by humanity had at least one tramline.  Here, though, they had come to the end of the line.


  He sucked in a breath as the alien battlecruiser made her appearance, sitting on top of the tramline and showing no sign of budging.  Once again, thankfully, the aliens had prepared for an ambush that hadn’t been prepared, giving the human ship time to hide.  Ark Royal would remain undetected as long as she remained still, he knew, particularly since the aliens didn't seem to be actually looking for her.  But they wouldn't be able to re-enter the tramline at a different point without altering course radically enough to risk detection ... and even if they did, they’d only jump back to Alien-Two.  No, they were trapped ... and the aliens would be gathering the force to destroy them.


  A note blinked up on his display.  Someone – Midshipwomen Lopez – was asking for a private conversation.  That was rare, particularly in the middle of a battle.  Alarmed, unsure of why he was alarmed, James reached for his earpiece and voder, pressing one into his ear and the other against his throat.  It had been years since he had used either of the pieces of equipment, but his body remembered how to use them.


  “Sir, it’s the Captain,” the young woman said.  James frowned in puzzlement, then recalled that he’d asked her to keep a subtle eye on her commander.  “He just left the bridge.”


  James felt his brow furrow in alarm.  He'd known Captains who were tyrants and Captains who were too soft, but he’d never known a Captain who had abandoned his bridge when his starship was in deadly danger.  Whatever else could be said about Captain Smith, he’d definitely had the same worth ethic.  It had been hard enough to convince the Captain to take a nap when the alien battlecruiser had been maintaining her distance.  But why would he leave the bridge now?


  “I see,” he subvocalised.  He didn't dare speak out loud.  God alone knew what the CIC’s officers would think if they heard him.  “Who’s in command now?”


  Midshipwomen Lopez spluttered.  “You, I think,” she said.  “But he passed bridge command over to Commander Farley ...”


  James felt a shiver run down his spine.  Something was definitely wrong.  Traditionally, the officer on the bridge held command, even if he was outranked by someone elsewhere on the ship.  Captain Smith should have called James himself to the bridge or at least informed him that someone else would be holding formal command, if James couldn't leave the CIC ...


  “Inform Commander Farley that he is still in command, but he is to alert me if the situation changes,” James said, pulling up the personnel display.  Ark Royal automatically tracked and logged the locations of everyone on the ship, including the aliens and their former captives, snug in their secure quarters.  The Captain wasn't in his office, but his cabin.  “I will deal with the situation.”


  “But ...”


  “I will deal with the situation,” James repeated.  The young woman had done enough – more than enough.  No matter what had happened, her career wouldn't survive if the Admiralty found out what she’d done.  “Remain on the bridge.”


  He passed CIC command over to his second, took one final look at the tactical display – the alien ship was still holding position, mocking them – and hurried out of the CIC.


  #
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  TED ENTERED HIS CABIN, closed and locked the hatch behind him and sat down on the sofa, feeling absolute despair working its way through his mind.  He’d failed; he’d failed everyone from the First Space Lord to the lowliest crewman on his ship.  The aliens had them trapped now, holding in place and waiting for the force they needed to smash Ark Royal like a bug.  Ted had no illusions.  The aliens knew his ship now; they knew what they needed to destroy her.  When they came, it would be the final battle.


  He cursed his own stubbornness as he stared down at the deck.  If he’d been thinking, he would have gracefully accepted the First Space Lord’s attempt to remove him from starship command.  God knew there were few officers who had served on armoured carriers, let alone spent so long improvising improvements to the original design.  Ted could have worked in the planning office, assisting the designers to prepare updated designs for carriers and battleships that would have combined modern technology and older systems to create powerful warships.  Or he could have found a place in the Admiralty, doing paperwork to allow other – more capable – officers to take command.


  But no, he’d had to keep his starship.  He’d had to keep command.


  He pulled himself to his feet and stumbled over towards the safe in the bulkhead, pressing his hand against the sensor so it could read the implant buried within his palm.  It clicked open, revealing ten bottles of expensive alcohol.  He'd considered disposing of them when he’d realised that Ark Royal was going back into active service, but he hadn't been able to convince himself to take the plunge.  Maybe he would have served them at a dinner for his fellow commanders – he damned himself, silently, for not speaking more with them – if they hadn't all died because of his mistakes.  Ark Royal had only escaped because the European frigates had sacrificed themselves ...


  Their sacrifice was in vain, he told himself, as he picked up a bottle at random.  Fancy wine, he noted, from the Picard Vineyards on Mars.  Who would have thought that humanity’s first and last full-scale experiment with terraforming would have produced a modified grape that could be made into an elegant wine?  Not that Ted really cared about the details, he had to admit, or the pretensions harboured by wine snobs.  All he really cared about was the alcoholic content, the ability to blot out his mind and escape the pain.  He would have called the Chief Engineer and ordered rotgut if Anderson hadn't been so busy.


  Ted poured himself a glass, then took a long swig.  The wine tasted fruity on his tongue, leaving a pleasant trail of fire as it ran down his throat and into his stomach.  It had been months since he’d touched a drop, he realised, as he felt his head start to spin.  There was no longer any need to drink heavily in order to achieve drunkenness.  His fingers twitched, dropping the glass on the deck.  Cursing, Ted picked up the bottle and put it to his lips.


  He felt a flicker of guilt as he felt the cold glass touching his bare flesh.  The crew needed him, he knew, yet he was useless.  They would be better off with Commander Fitzwilliam or even an untrained newcomer from the Academy, not a drunkard like himself.  Fitzwilliam had proved himself, in the end, to be more than just a well-born little bastard who had thought his connections would prove sufficient to take command of a starship.  He’d make the Royal Navy proud.


  Or he would, Ted considered, if he ever made it home.


  Bracing himself, he took another long swig.


  The buzzer sounded, but he ignored it.  Let someone else worry for once.


  #
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  THE CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS were inviolate, James knew, as he came to a halt outside the hatch.  A press of the buzzer brought no response.  He hesitated, unsure of what to do.  Technically, he could relieve the Captain of command ... but he was surprised to discover that he didn't want to assert his authority.  It would destroy his career, no matter how many friends and family he had in the Admiralty, yet that wasn't what was bothering him.  He'd come to respect Captain Smith too much to want to destroy his career too.


  He hesitated, then reached into his pocket and produced a standard multitool.  One of the less standard classes at the Academy had shown the cadets how to bypass certain systems, acknowledging that sometimes the non-standard approach was necessary.  James flipped open the panel beside the hatch, found the locking system and carefully removed it from operation.  The hatch clicked as it unlocked itself, but didn't open.  James cursed his decision to come alone as he pushed the door open, then squeezed through the gap into the Captain’s cabin.  Inside, the Captain was sitting on the sofa, halfway to drunkenness.


  James swore out loud as he saw the bottle in the Captain’s hand, torn between being impressed and being horrified.  He’d never heard of anyone drunk on wine from Mars before, but that was because it was hideously expensive, even by aristocratic standards.  James had tasted a small glass of it once, years ago, and had been left with the impression that it was grossly overrated.  He certainly hadn't drunk enough of it to affect his feelings.  Putting the memories aside, he walked over to the Captain, pulled the bottle out of his hand and placed it on the side table.  The Captain looked up at him, blearily.


  His mouth opened, but his lips worked incoherently for a few minutes before he managed to produce a few words.  “Piss off.”


  “No,” James said.


  “Piss off,” the Captain repeated.  His voice sounded stronger this time, suggesting he wasn't as drunk as he looked.  “That’s an order, mister.”


  James hesitated, staring down at the wreck his commanding officer had become.  The part of him that was ambitious knew that he could go to the bridge and claim command – and no one would be able to dispute it.  Even if they did, what could they do?  Back home, if they made it home, even the most rule-bound Admiral wouldn't object to James relieving his commanding officer for drunkenness in the face of the enemy.  The Captain could be beached; hell, James knew that Uncle Winchester would be able to find a place for him.  It wouldn't be the end of his life ...


  But he didn't want to throw the Captain to the wolves.  Captain Smith had done well, first in building up a crew and then in leading it into battle against the aliens.  He was, by any standard, the most effective naval officer the war had yet produced.  Six months ago, he had merely been a drunkard James had aimed to remove from his post.  Now ... now he was a friend.  They’d learned to work together as partners.


  He owed the Captain.


  Duty warred with loyalty in his head.  Duty demanded that he relieve the Captain of command at once, the sooner the better.  Loyalty demanded that he assist the Captain in overcoming his demons so he could resume command of his ship.  James hesitated, then stood up and walked into the washroom.  Inside, he turned the shower on, lowered the water’s temperature until it was just above freezing, then walked back to where the Captain was sprawling on the sofa.  Before the older man could muster an objection, James pulled him to his feet, half-dragged him into the shower and shoved his head under the water.


  The Captain spluttered with anger, producing a string of swearwords so vile that James could only listen, impressed.  He'd only ever heard one other person swear like that, an old family friend who’d served in the Royal Navy for years before leaving under a cloud.  In hindsight, James realised that his family’s friend had had problems with drinking too.  Pushing the thought aside, he helped the Captain out of the shower and reached for a towel.  The Captain snatched it from his hands and started to dry himself.


  James hesitated, then stepped back into the main cabin and found the collection of alcohol.  It was oddly impressive, given that the Captain wouldn't have drawn that large a salary while he remained in the Royal Navy.  Even his knighthood had come with his promotion to Commodore, rather than being awarded for heroism.  Absently, he wondered why the Captain hadn't been granted further honours after the first encounter with the aliens, then dismissed the thought.  While the Captain dried himself, he scooped up the bottles, dumped them into a bag and placed them outside the cabin.  They could be concealed in his cabin until Ark Royal returned to Earth.


  And what, a nasty voice at the back of his mind asked, will you do when the Captain orders you to return them?


  He had no answer.
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  TED RUBBED HIS WET uniform with the towel, then gave it up as a bad job and removed his jacket and shirt completely.  The XO had shoved him into the shower fully clothed ... absently, Ted found himself wondering just what regulation had been broken by wetting the Captain’s uniform.  Wasn't there something about not tampering with the Captain’s dignity?


  He shook his head, sourly.  The water had done an effective job of sobering him up, leaving him grimly aware of just how badly he'd played the fool.  If he had realised that the alcohol he'd consumed before the call to war had worked its way out of his system, he might have realised that he couldn't drink freely any longer.  And to think he was meant to be in command!  What a fool he'd been, he told himself.  How could he really blame the XO for considering relieving him of command?


  Maybe he should relieve himself, part of his mind suggested.  But regulations, which declined to offer many acceptable reasons for relieving a commanding officer, flatly forbade the commanding officer from surrendering command while underway.  He could put the XO or another officer on the bridge, in position to act rapidly if necessary, but he could never give them the full weight of his authority.  No matter what he did, he – Captain Sir Theodore Smith – was the commanding officer, master under God.  He could not shirk that responsibility for a second time.


  He walked back into the main room and scooped up a dressing gown, pulling it on to cover his bare chest.  The XO was seated in one of the chairs, a cup of steaming coffee in front of him.  Another was positioned on Ted’s desk, waiting for him.  Ted wasn't fond of coffee – he strongly preferred tea – but he had to admit that it would be good for him.  Sitting down, he wondered who’d made it – and what they knew about his situation.


  “I made it,” Fitzwilliam said, answering the unspoken question.  “No one else has come here ... ah, I think I broke your door.”


  Ted smiled at the sudden uncertainty in his XO’s voice, then glanced over at the hatch.  It was pinned open, barely wide enough to allow someone as skinny as Fitzwilliam to slip through the gap.  He shook his head in droll amusement; apart from himself, only Midshipwoman Lopez had access to his cabin.  It had never occurred to him that the XO would need to enter too without breaking the locks.  He’d acquired too many bad habits when his ship had been drifting at anchor, with no hope of ever returning to active service.


  “Yes, you did,” he said.  He couldn't help a sudden laugh.  Under the circumstances, a broken door was the least of their worries.  “A court-martial offense if I ever saw one.”


  He hesitated, looking at the younger man's uncertain face.  “I’m sorry,” he said, quietly.  He found himself struggling for words, then realised he was trying to excuse the inexcusable.  It would be better to take his punishment like a man, except there was no one who could punish him.  “Thank you.”


  Commander Fitzwilliam seemed to understand, thankfully.  Ted cursed himself under his breath, wondering just how much of the younger man’s respect he’d lost when he’d tried to crawl back into a bottle.  There was no point in deluding himself, he told himself savagely.  He’d probably lost all of it.  The belief that he’d led his crew into a trap didn't excuse abandoning them now ...


  He took a sip of his coffee, weighing up the options.  Getting back through the tramline would mean confronting the alien battlecruiser ... and it would be a very close-run thing.  He didn't have the starfighter numbers to take her down without closing to engagement range, which would expose his carrier’s hull to her plasma cannons.  One shot, assuming the analysts were right, would be enough to melt the carrier’s armour and ravage her innards.  The second would blow them apart ...


  No, he thought.  We cannot allow them to close to point-blank range.


  Mass driver projectiles would work, he knew, if they succeeded in scoring a hit.  Maybe they could snipe at the battlecruiser.  But the alien battlecruiser was watching for incoming projectiles, he was sure.  They might just give away their position for nothing.  And, even if they did manage to sneak around the battlecruiser and enter the tramline, they’d still have to crawl past Alien-Two, then Alien-One.  They would encounter the alien reinforcements on their way.


  And there was no hope of modifying their Puller Drive to work like an alien drive ...


  A thought occurred to him.  For a moment, he dismissed it as the last vestiges of the alcohol, then he started to take it seriously.  It was insane, but it might just be workable.  And besides, they were trapped.  Thinking inside the box would only lead to a suicidal direct confrontation with the alien ship.  But thinking outside it ...


  He swallowed the rest of his coffee, then jumped to his feet.  “Come on,” he said.  The XO stood up, looking confused.  “We have an operation to plan.”


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Thirty-Six
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  JAMES FOLLOWED THE Captain, not to the bridge but down to the engineering compartment.  It was heartening to see the confident looks many of the crew had as their commander passed, even though James knew just how close the Captain had come to betraying their trust.  Maybe he should have chewed the Captain out more, James told himself, even if it cost him his career.  But at least the Captain had an idea ...


  They stepped into Main Engineering, then straight into one of the side compartments.  Anderson was sitting on a stool in front of a table, slowly dismantling one of the alien plasma guns.  James wondered, angrily, why the Chief Engineer wasn't working on the drives or replacing destroyed weapons, then realised that those tasks could be passed to subordinates while unlocking the mysteries of alien tech was something for an older man.


  “Interesting piece of technology,” Anderson said, as the hatch closed behind them.  “Do you realise that an EMP-bomb wouldn't just disarm the aliens, it would cause their weapons to blow up in their faces?”


  James smiled at the mental image.  “Seems like an odd choice of weapons, then.”


  “Not too odd, unfortunately,” Anderson said.  “The Yanks issued a laser rifle for their troops a couple of decades ago.  It turned out that the power packs couldn't hold a charge for longer than a few days, while localised interference and jammers could interfere with the weapon’s subsystems.  Nor could they really be repaired in the field.  Luckily, they didn't have to take them into combat before the weapons were withdrawn from service.”


  He shrugged.  “In this case, the weapons are devastating while they work,” he added.  “Their plasma pulses can and do burn through our best personal armour.  They could probably shoot through anything short of starship or tank armour.  I wouldn't care to take a tank up against an infantry platoon armed with these weapons.  But I suspect they have a very real danger of overheating if fired for more than a few minutes.”


  “Good,” the Captain said.  “What progress have you made with the rest of the recovered alien technology?”


  “Most of it isn't that different from ours,” Anderson said.  “I've got one of our supercomputers trying to hack the recovered alien computer, but all its producing is gibberish.  We will need to ship it to a proper geek on Earth, sir, although in all honesty I think the aliens corrupted the files before we captured the system.”


  James nodded.  Standard human precautions called for wiping the files, then destroying the computers physically to render the data hopelessly beyond recovery.  There was no reason to assume the aliens couldn’t or wouldn't do the same themselves.  Indeed, he was mildly surprised that the Marines had managed to take the computer at all.  Had the aliens been careless ... or had the Marines captured alien civilians rather than military personnel?


  The Captain sat down and rested his elbows on the table.  “If we took the alien ship,” he said, “could you operate it?”


  James and Anderson both stared at him.  The Captain met their gaze evenly.  James wondered, absurdly, if the Captain had drunk far too much ... and then wondered if he should relieve him of command at once.  No one had managed to board and capture a military starship in all of humanity’s exploration of space.  But then, no one had really tried.


  “... Maybe,” Anderson said.  “If they had the time to purge and destroy the computer systems, it would probably become impossible.”


  James hesitated, then looked at the engineer.  “Could someone operate Ark Royal without the computers?”


  Anderson smiled.  “They’d have to run their own control systems through the drives,” he said, “but it might be possible.  Our security protocols purge the local control networks too, sir.  We didn't want to take the risk of the datanet collapsing at an inappropriate moment.”


  “I see,” James said.  Unlike more modern carriers, Ark Royal’s datanet was largely decentralised.  Normally, it would prevent battle damage to one section taking down the entire system, but it might also regard a self-destruct command as a network failure and ignore it, particularly if the system was already damaged.  It was why there were backup systems worked into the fusion cores as well as the main computer nodes.  “Captain, do you seriously intend to capture the alien ship?”


  The Captain smiled.  “If we get past them, we go back to Alien-Two,” he reminded him, dryly.  “But if we take the alien tramline ...”


  James swallowed.  It sounded like a recipe for disaster.  But the more he thought about it, the more he realised the Captain was right.  They were trapped.  Why not place a bet on one last throw of the dice?


  “We know nothing about the interior of the alien ship,” Anderson warned.  “The Marines have never gone into an alien ship.”


  “No,” the Captain agreed.  “No one ever has.  But we have to try.”


  “If nothing else,” James said slowly, “we can take out the alien ship and sneak back into Alien-Two.  We might just avoid detection without that bastard chasing us.”


  “We’d still have to crawl all the way to New Russia,” the Captain said.  He shrugged.  “But it’s workable as a backup plan.”


  James sighed.  “Then the sooner the better,” he said.  “Before more alien ships arrive.”


  The Captain nodded.  “Call Major Parnell and the CAG,” he ordered.  “And don’t say a word to the reporters.  They don’t need to know the truth.”


  “Understood,” James said.  “I won’t say a word.”


  He wondered, absently, just how many of the reporters knew that they were trapped.  Yang probably understood the implications of only one tramline leaving the system – and the alien battlecruiser blocking their retreat – but how many of the others had guessed the truth?  Perhaps, by now, they were so used to coming to the brink of disaster that they didn't really have the capacity to feel alarm any longer.


  “Sir,” he said, “whatever happens, we know the aliens have been hurt.”


  The Captain smiled.  Ark Royal had inflicted colossal damage on the aliens, even though no one knew just how badly they’d weakened the alien navy.  And the aliens had had to devote a vast amount of firepower to hunting the carrier down, buying time for Earth to organise her defences.  Ark Royal might be lost, but she might have ensured that humanity won the war.


  If we have time to build more armoured carriers and a few new battleships, he thought.  But will the Admiralty have enough time?


  “Yes,” the Captain said.  The smile he gave James was the smile of a true predator.  “We know we hurt the bastards.”
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  THERE HAD BEEN NO DISCUSSION when Rose came to his office, Kurt recalled, through a post-orgasmic haze.  She’d pushed him to the deck and straddled him, her hands hastily unsnapping his uniform trousers and pushing them down to his knees.  Moments later, she’d impaled herself on Kurt and ridden him savagely, panting out loud as she moved up and down on his cock.  He came so quickly that, for a long moment, he thought he’d left her unsatisfied.  But it was clear from the mewling noises she made that she’d come too.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, afterwards.  She lay on top of him, still clutching his penis within her.  “I just wanted to ...”


  She shook her head.  “I think Gladys and Tom went to find a private place of their own too,” she added.  “How naughty of them.”


  “Hypocrite,” Kurt said, without heat.  Just what sort of reputation was Ark Royal going to have when she returned home?  The media, if they ever caught wind of it, would turn her into a regular pleasure cruise.  “What are you and I doing?”


  Rose coloured, then straightened up.  His limp cock fell out of her as she rolled off him and onto the deck.  Kurt sighed, pushed his trousers all the way off and then stood up to go to the washroom.  Whatever happened, he knew they had no time to just relax and enjoy the aftermath.  The aliens might attack at any moment.


  She followed him into the shower, carefully removing her own clothes.  Kurt hesitated, then allowed her to climb into the small cubicle with him.  She washed his back, her breasts pressing into his body, then turned so he could do the same to her.  Kurt was struck by the sheer perfection of her young body, almost completely unscarred by age or experience, and felt a pang of guilt.  He was cheating on his wife with a girl almost young enough to be his daughter.  The guilt grew stronger as he washed her, then stepped out of the shower and reached for a towel.  What was he doing?


  “Do you think,” Rose said, “that the other CAGs have fun with their pilots?”


  Kurt flushed, angrily.  “I think they have the shower because they’re not meant to fly or sleep with the pilots,” he retorted.  Ideally, the CAG wasn't meant to identify with any of the squadrons under his command.  The Royal Navy worked hard to encourage a certain rivalry between squadrons, but the CAG was meant to be above it.  “And because they’re important people.”


  “Don’t get too big-headed,” Rose warned him.  “You’ll never be able to leave your office.”


  “How true,” Kurt mused.  He turned to look at her, then looked away, embarrassed, as she slid her panties back over her knees.  Those weren't regulation panties, he noted ... but who was going to know?  It wasn't as if even the most stringent inspection included ordering pilots to lower their trousers long enough for their underwear to be checked.  The very thought was absurd.  “And I wouldn't be able to fit in the cockpit either.”


  He looked over at his terminal, feeling another pang of guilt.  Part of his duty as a CAG was to analyse the alien starfighter tactics and propose countermeasures.  He hadn't been doing it, first because he’d been too busy being a Squadron Leader as well as CAG, then because he’d reasoned they were trapped and about to die when the aliens caught them.  There was no point in doing paperwork when no one would ever read it, even the XO.  But if he returned home, he could look forward to a year or two on the beach, helping the tutors at the Academy to prepare new starfighter pilot trainees for combat.


  I could see Molly and the kids every day, he thought.  He might not have to take up a teaching post – and, if he did, his family could come with them to the moon.  And then ...


  The communicator bleeped, pulling him out of his thoughts.  “CAG, report to the briefing compartment,” the XO ordered.  “I say again, report to the briefing compartment.”


  “Good luck,” Rose said.


  She straightened up her jacket, glanced down at herself to make sure she looked decent, then strode out of the office without a backwards glance.  Kurt glared after her, then hastily finished pulling on his uniform and stepped out of the hatch.  One way or another, he was sure, their affair couldn't continue for much longer.  Sooner or later, someone was bound to notice and then ...


  He shook his head, tiredly.  If they didn't make it home, it didn't matter.  And it certainly didn't look like they were going to make it home.  But if they did ...


  Idiot, he told himself, as he made his way to the briefing room.  Concentrate on the here and now.  The future can take care of itself.
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  CHARLES HADN'T EXPECTED the summons to the briefing compartment – or, when he entered, to discover that only the XO and the CAG had also been invited.  Technically, the Marine contingent reported directly to the Captain; he’d been on ships where the Marine CO had refused to even talk formally to the XO.  But with no task for the Marines apart from monitoring the captives – and the humans they’d liberated from the aliens – he hadn't expected to do anything other than keep his Marines busy.


  “We have a plan,” the Captain explained.  He outlined the plan, piece by piece.  “We have to take that ship or destroy it without risking ourselves.”


  He had the grace to look embarrassed, Charles noted.  Traditionally, the commander of any Royal Navy squadron would ride into danger alongside his subordinates, even if he was often on the most heavily armoured ship in the navy.  But the Captain couldn't abandon his ship and join the Marines as they boarded the alien ship, even if he'd been trained for the job.  The Marines would be going into action alone ... and if the first part of the operation failed, they were all dead.  They’d detonate a nuke inside the alien hull to make sure of it.


  But he couldn’t help feeling a thrill at the mere concept of the operation.  The Royal Marines had a long and illustrious history of death-defying stunts, but no one had ever tried to board an alien starship before.  One way or another, they would go down in history.


  If the carrier makes it home, he thought.


  “I understand,” he said, finally.  His subordinates would love it, if only for the bragging rights when they finally made it home.  The SAS, SBS or SRS claimed most of the bragging rights in Britain, while operations with Western Alliance partners exposed the Royal Marines to bragging from American or European operatives.  But none of them had ever boarded an alien ship.  “We won’t let you down.”


  He pushed the exultation aside and began to think, mentally outlining the operational plan for the deployment.  There were too many unknowns for him to be entirely comfortable, even though he relished the challenge.  They knew nothing about the interior of the alien starship or how the aliens would respond to a boarding party.  The Royal Navy’s protocols called for the compromised compartments to be sealed off, then counterattacks mounted by the Marines and armed crewmen.  But no one had ever tried to handle a counterattack outside drills few took very seriously.  Did the aliens take their drills seriously?


  “They're sweeping space for threats,” he said, after a moment.  “How do you intend to get the shuttles though their defences?”


  “By giving them a threat,” the Captain said, grimly.  “Ark Royal will reveal herself here” – he tapped a point on the display – “and launch starfighters on attack vector.  I believe they will focus all of their sensors on us so they can detect incoming projectiles.  But we don’t dare move towards them too aggressively.”


  Charles understood.  If the alien craft wanted to break contact, it could ... and the humans would be unable to escape their shadow.  They could start running back up the chain towards Vera Cruz, only to run into the alien reinforcements on the way.  But the aliens wouldn't think their ship could be attacked, would they?


  He shook his head.  Sometimes, no matter what the bureaucrats thought, you just had to gamble.


  “I shall prepare my men,” he said.  They’d relish the challenge, he knew, despite the danger of being blown up by the aliens if they scuttled their ship.  Or by the human nuke, if the operation failed spectacularly.  “When do you wish us to depart?”


  “As soon as possible,” the Captain said.  “You’ll have to sneak towards the target, then move in from behind.”


  “I understand,” Charles said.  In one respect, it was just like boarding a rogue asteroid settlement.  Marines in a shuttle were hideously vulnerable, Marines inside the asteroid – or the enemy ship – could fight to secure and expand their bridgehead.  “We won’t let you down.”


  “Good luck,” the CAG said, quietly.


  Charles gave the older man an odd look.  Marines might bitch and moan about starfighter pilots having a comfortable seat while they fought – and all the women when they went on leave – but Charles knew the average life expectancy of a starfighter pilot facing the aliens.  Even Marines might last longer ... when the time came to finally hit a defended alien world.


  “Thank you,” he said.


  #
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  TED WAITED UNTIL THE other men had left the compartment, then sagged back in his chair, feeling an odd tiredness fall over him.  He knew, despite his show of confidence, just how many things could go wrong with the operation ... and just how easily it could cost them everything.  Every time he thought about it, he wondered if he’d trusted too much in the alcohol.  Surely, if he hadn't touched the bottle, he would have thought of something better ...


  But he hadn't, he knew, and nor had anyone else.  He was hardly the type of commanding officer to reject an idea, purely because it wasn't his.  The Royal Navy discouraged the Darth Vader style of command, believing it to be dangerously inefficient.  But Ted could understand why commanding officers worried about accepting outside ideas.  Theirs was the authority – and the responsibility.  The person who had proposed the idea wouldn't be blamed if it failed.


  But this is my idea, he told himself.  I will be blamed if it fails.


  He wanted a drink.  God, how he wanted a drink.  But he knew he didn't dare touch a drop, not now.  Instead, he pulled himself to his feet, took a moment to compose himself and then strode through the hatch and onto the bridge.  It was time to brief the bridge crew on the planned operation.


  “We’ve come a long way,” he concluded.  “Everyone believed that Ark Royal would head to the scrapheap, one day.  Instead, we have devastated the alien fleets and scored victories that have knocked them back on their heels.  Whatever happens today, they will know that we will never surrender, never give in.”


  He looked down at the console.  The Marines were reporting in, ready to go.  They’d be on their way within minutes, then Ted would have to wait for them to reach the first waypoint before he could launch his starfighters.  But then ...


  There was no longer any time to fret, he told himself, firmly.


  “Launch the Marines,” he ordered.
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  THERE WAS NO NEED FOR silence in the shuttlecraft.  Sound didn't travel in space; there was no way the aliens could hear a spoken word.  But the Marines said nothing as the pilot guided them though space towards the first waypoint, each one of them locked in his own thoughts and feelings.  They'd all made wills before they’d departed Earth, Charles knew, but it was unlikely their final messages would ever get back to their families.  Unless, of course, they did manage to escape the alien trap.


  He accessed the live feed from the shuttle’s passive sensors and nodded to himself.  The aliens still weren't moving, but they were sweeping space with their active sensors.  Marine shuttles were stealthy, yet Charles knew better than to assume they were stealthy enough to creep through an active sensor sweep.  They needed one of the alien stealth systems, he told himself, and wondered if the boffins on Earth had unlocked their secrets since Ark Royal had set out on deployment.  If not ... the answers to their questions about the system might be dead ahead of them, waiting to be taken.


  A faint quiver ran through the shuttle as it slowed to a halt, relative to the alien battlecruiser.  Behind them, the other shuttles held their position and waited, linked to the command ship through pinpoint laser beams.  Charles sucked in his breath and studied the alien craft through the passive sensors, recalling what little had been gleaned from sensor sweeps during the Battle of Alien-One.  The ship was half the size of Ark Royal, its gleaming hull seemingly untouched by weapons and sensor blisters.  But, given the alien capabilities, that meant nothing.


  She was more elegant than a human ship, he had to admit.  Unlike the boxy Ark Royal or the newer carriers, the alien craft was a black triangle, hovering against the darkness of interplanetary space.  Twin engine nodes glowed at the rear of the ship – their in-system drives were definitely a step or two above humanity’s technology – while the faint bulge of a Puller Drive was easily detectable.  The aliens, it seemed, were ready to nip back through the tramline if the shit hit the fan.


  The only rupture in her otherwise seamless hull, he noted, came at the very prow of the ship.  It looked like her hull should taper down to a fine point, but instead there was a large aperture big enough to take the shuttlecraft or a couple of starfighters.  He wondered, vaguely, if the aliens had actually outfitted the battlecruiser with a starfighter launch tube – there had been early human designs that had been nothing more than engines wrapped around a starfighter launching system – but it was grossly inefficient.  Besides, the passive sensors were picking up faint traces of radiation from the opening.


  That must be their plasma cannon, he thought, as he eyed the alien ship.  It was a curious design, all the more so after witnessing what EMP pulses did to plasma containment systems.  I wonder what they would do if the ship was attacked by a nuke ...


  He pushed the thought out of his mind as the shuttle sent back an automated acknowledgement to Ark Royal.  The Marines were in position.  All they could do now, he told himself, was wait.


  And hope that the aliens took the bait.


  #
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  “THE MARINES ARE IN position, sir.”


  Ted nodded.  The aliens hadn't reacted at all to the shuttles, which was a colossal relief.  It was impossible to forget that their technology was often more advanced than humanity’s ... and equally impossible to gauge the ways it might be more advanced without actually seeing it in operation.  He’d been dreading a sensor field or some other trick that would allow the aliens to track the shuttles, but nothing had shown itself.  Or were the aliens merely holding their fire for their own inscrutable reasons?


  He pushed his doubts aside, then looked over at Farley.  “Bring us to full alert,” he ordered, refusing to allow any of his trepidations to show on his face.  “And then launch starfighters.”


  The aliens would notice, of course, the moment Ark Royal’s active sensors came online.  There was no way they could hide, which should puzzle the aliens ... perhaps they’d jump back into the previous system, leaving him with a terrible dilemma.  Or maybe they would see it as one last desperate attempt to escape the tightening noose.


  “Starfighters away,” Farley reported.  “The aliens are powering up their drives.”


  “Lock full active sensors on them,” Ted ordered.  At such a distance, targeting data would be imprecise, to say the least.  But it would keep the aliens firmly aware of their location – and not, he devoutly hoped, looking anywhere else.  “And prepare to engage with the mass driver.”


  #
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  GLADYS AND TOM WERE fucking, Kurt had noted, as soon as he’d returned to the pilot ready room.  They were trying to hide it, but his experienced eyes had picked out the signs.  Thankfully, they were in different squadrons or he would have been forced to say something to them at once, which could have turned unpleasant if they’d found out about Rose and himself.  The resulting shouting match, he was sure, would have ended with them all standing in front of the Captain, trying to excuse the inexcusable.


  He braced himself as the starfighter rocketed out of the launch tube, followed by the remaining twenty-one pilots under his command.  Barely two squadrons, he noted, composed of survivors from six separate units.  His idea for expanding Starfighter Command, he decided, would have to be implemented as soon as they got home.  The Royal Navy couldn't afford these loss rates – there was a shortage of trained personnel – and nor could any of the other human powers.


  We might have to do more than just train more starfighter pilots, he thought.  No one had ever foreseen a joint campaign against an alien enemy ... at least as far as he knew.  Soon, they might have to take Russian or Chinese pilots onboard Ark Royal or assign British pilots to fly off their carriers.  We will have to unify everything.


  Ark Royal had plenty of non-British components packed into her hull, but Ark Royal was unique.  It would be harder to add Russian components to a modern British carrier, even American or European components required careful modification before they could be used without causing problems down the line.  That would have to change, he knew; the next generation of human warships would have to be completely compatible, even among human states that were historical enemies.  He wondered, absently, if their mission – if it succeeded – would give Britain the diplomatic clout to insist on standardising everything ... or if the Admiralty would attempt to keep the alien starship to itself.  There was precedent for both, he knew, and no way to know how the politicians would jump.


  He pushed his meditations aside as the alien battlecruiser started to turn, angling its prow towards the oncoming starfighters.  Kurt puzzled over the movement for a long moment, then realised that the aliens were revealing as little of themselves as possible to Ark Royal’s mass drivers.  They seemed less concerned about the starfighters, he decided, which wasn't too surprising.  Unlike a human ship, their point defence could fire randomly, sweeping through space in the hopes of scoring a lucky hit.  The closer the starfighters came, the greater the chance of the aliens hitting their target.


  “Ark Royal is engaging now,” a voice said, though the datanet.  “Missiles inbound; I say again, missiles inbound.”


  Kurt nodded.  They were placing everything on one last throw of the dice.  Every missile, every remaining projectile – although those could be replaced, given time – and every starfighter.  He wondered, again, just how much the aliens actually knew.  Did they realise that their target was about to expend the last of its weapons?


  They configured their weapons for our modern ships, he thought.  It made sense, he decided; the aliens had taken the measure of their opponents, then attacked with savage force.  Earth would have fallen as easily as New Russia, he suspected, if Ark Royal hadn't intercepted the alien task force.  And now the aliens were taking stock, presumably building up their own weapons to confront a new and unexpected threat.  He smirked at the thought.  Didn't expect the Old Lady, did they?


  “Picking up power surges around the alien prow,” Rose reported.  She paused, then spoke in a dramatic tone of voice.  “If I don't come back, get in touch with my mother and tell her I was alive all this time, I just couldn't be bothered to call the old bat.”


  “It was a mistake to let you pick the entertainment for the ready room,” Kurt said.  He grinned, imagining her outraged expression.  “On my command, break and attack; I say again, break and attack!”


  #
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  “THE ALIEN ENERGY SIGNATURE is growing stronger,” Farley reported.  “The analysts are unsure what we’re facing.”


  Ted nodded, studying the display as if the answers would magically appear.  It didn't look like anything they recognised, not a point defence system or a FTL drive.  Or a normal space drive, for that matter.  There was a sudden energy spike ...


  Ark Royal rocked, violently.  Ted was nearly pitched out of his chair as the compensators struggled to handle the unexpected assault.  Alarms sounded; the display glowed red, sounding the alert. Ted gripped hold of his chair and held on for dear life as the network attempted to identify the damage.


  “Direct hit to our starboard launch tube,” Farley reported.  He sounded badly shaken.  “Our armour took most of the blow, but there's some internal damage.”


  He paused.  “Something damaged our external sensors too,” he added.  “We're down thirty percent of capacity.”


  Ted swore.  He’d thought they were out of alien weapons range.  Clearly, the aliens had had other ideas.  But why hadn't they used the system earlier?


  “Rotate us,” he ordered, quickly.  Damage control teams were already on their way, he was pleased to note, although they were somewhat undermanned with the absence of the Marines.  If worst came to worst, they could withdraw the crew to the main hull and then separate the launch tube from the remainder of the starship.  “Present our strongest armour to them, then launch decoy drones.”


  “Aye, sir,” Farley said.


  Ted looked back the alien ship, clearly preparing to take another shot.  Ark Royal was tough, but tough enough to take several more blows like that?  Somehow, he doubted it.


  “Launch sensor drones too,” he added.  His display pinged as the analysts finally came up with a theory about the alien weapon.  They’d supercharged a plasma cannon, then used it to take shots at Ark Royal.  Their best guess, he saw at the bottom, was that the weapon couldn't be fired very rapidly or the aliens would burn out their own systems.  “And hold us here.”


  He wanted to pull back, to escape the alien weapon.  But he needed to keep their attention focused firmly on the carrier, not on anything else.


  “Continue firing,” he ordered.  It would be the height of irony, he decided, if they actually scored a hit with the mass drivers.  The alien battlecruiser didn't look tough enough to survive a direct hit.  “Don't give them a moment to think.”
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  “THEY'RE ADVANCING TOWARDS us,” Rose reported.  “Alien point defence is coming online.”


  Kurt nodded, then threw his craft into a series of evasive patterns that no computer could hope to match, let alone predict.  It was just in time.  Apparently heartened by scoring a hit on Ark Royal, the alien battlecruiser was gliding forward, intent on getting into range for another shot.  According to a stream of data at the bottom of his screen, the alien weapon lost its effectiveness at long range.  A shot at close range might blow the carrier apart like an eggshell.


  “Noted,” he said.  The rate of alien fire was increasing, picking off missiles and inert projectiles with surprising accuracy.  “We need to keep them busy.”


  Bracing himself, he altered course and zoomed towards the alien craft in a straight line for as long as he dared, around five seconds.  His spine prickled as he altered course sharply, just as a spray of plasma fire lanced through where he’d been.  Moments later, a warhead detonated close to the alien craft, blasting an EMP straight towards her hull.  The rate of plasma fire slacked rapidly, but didn't come to an end.  Their targeting, on the other hand, seemed to go entirely to hell.


  “They didn't lose the big gun,” Gladys exclaimed.  “It's still charging up.”


  “Then we’ll deal with it,” Kurt said.  He yanked his starfighter back, then powered down towards the alien hull.  Most of the plasma cannon was embedded into the alien ship, but enough of the containment system was exposed to make it an easy target.  “Fire at will.”


  The alien cannon buckled under the spray of pellets from his railgun.  Kurt watched a sudden surge of energy spike, then fade back into nothingness.  He thought, for a brief chilling moment, that they’d actually succeeded in starting a chain reaction that would take out the entire ship.  Normally, that would have let them paint an alien silhouette on their starfighters, but now it would be a disaster.  Thankfully, the aliens merely altered course as they powered down their weapons.


  “They’re rebuilding their sensors,” Tom reported.  “I ...”


  His voice disappeared with a sudden, terrible finality.  Kurt risked a glance at the datanet and saw that Tom had been hit, blotted out of existence in a split second.  He heard Gladys gasp in shock, then bring herself back under control.  She wanted revenge, but at least she could hold it back enough to keep flying in unison with the remaining pilots.


  This, a voice said at the back of his head, is why starfighter pilots should not develop relationships with one another.


  “Damn it,” he muttered.  Out loud, he barked orders.  “Regroup and attack; I say again, regroup and attack.”
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  “THE LAUNCH TUBE IS going to need a complete refurbishment,” Anderson reported.  “I’ve given orders to evacuate the section, sir; there’s no point in leaving anyone there.”


  “Understood,” Ted said, absently.  On the display, the alien ship was slowly turning back towards the tramline.  They couldn't be allowed to run, but he didn't have any way to stop them without destroying the systems he needed to capture.  “Keep me informed.”


  He closed the channel, then looked over at the display.  The Marines were drawing closer to their target.  Close enough to board ... and to be detected.
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  CHARLES BRACED HIMSELF as the alien craft came closer, its hull shining faintly with scars from the EMP strike.  They must have suffered local power overloads and explosions, he guessed, which had damaged the superconductor hull.  It was funny, he thought, just how a strength could so easily become a weakness, under the right circumstances.  But there was no longer any time to think ...


  An alarm sounded.  “They have us,” the pilot snapped.  “Launching flares, now!”


  Charles braced himself as the shuttle jerked, then accelerated towards the alien hull.  The aliens might have mistaken them for missiles, or they might have realised what the humans actually had in mind, but it was too late.  Between the shuttle’s erratic courses and the disruptive flares – actually, tiny drones intended to create false sensor readings – the aliens would have real difficulty tracking them properly.


  A red icon flared on the display briefly, then faded.  Charles felt a wrench as Shuttle Three vanished from the display, picked off by the alien blast.  Fifteen Marines vaporised in a split second, he told himself, then pushed the grief and rage out of his mind.  There was no time to mourn the dead now.  Afterwards, if they survived, they would hold a proper funeral for the lost men.


  The alien hull loomed up in front of them, then glowed white as the shuttle’s drives flared, burning through the alien metal.  Charles allowed himself a tight smile, imagining the carnage inside the alien ship.  Ark Royal’s armour would have melted under a fusion light, he knew; the alien hull, whatever it was, didn't seem to be anything like as resistant.  The Marines braced themselves, ran one final check on their armour, and then scrambled to their feet as the shuttle came to rest.  Outside, the alien ship was waiting ...


  And how much, he asked himself suddenly, will the ship be worth in prize money?


  “Deploy probes,” he ordered.  It had been a long time since he’d plunged into the unknown – even terrorist or insurgent bases were scoped out carefully before the Marines moved in - but he was looking forward to the challenge.  “And then follow me.”
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  “FOUR OF THE SHUTTLES made it, sir,” Farley reported.


  Ted grimaced.  Two shuttles were gone, then; one lost to point defence, one lost to unknown causes.  They’d have to replay the sensor records piece by piece to find out what had actually happened, he knew, which would take hours.  He wouldn't know until after the battle.


  “Good,” he said.  He looked over at the helmsman.  “Pull us back.”


  “Aye, sir,” Lightbridge said.  Ark Royal felt uncomfortably sluggish as she moved, slowly, away from the alien craft.  On the display, the starfighters pulled back too.  There was nothing further they could do to help the Marines.  “Two minutes to minimum safe range.”


  If they’re right about the weapon’s range, Ted thought.


  He looked down at the final damage reports, then resigned himself to waiting – again.  They thought they’d taken out the alien cannon, but if they were wrong ... the bastards wouldn’t get another shot at his ship.  But they were almost defenceless now ... quite apart from the damage to the sensor network, their missiles were completely expended.


  Pushing his thoughts aside, he forced himself to watch ...


  ... And wait.
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    Chapter Thirty-Eight
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  CHARLES HADN'T BEEN sure what to expect when they plunged into the alien ship.  There had been no way to train for the mission, nor had they had any data to use in training simulations, not when the ships they’d examined after the first battle had been shattered by Ark Royal.  All they could do was improvise – and pray that the aliens didn't manage to blow the ship before they were wiped out or captured.


  Tiny nanoprobes raced ahead of the Marines, rapidly sending back data to the shared combat datanet.  Charles expected to see hunter-killer probes deployed in response – it was the standard human procedure – but none of the nanoprobes vanished from the display.  Instead, they rapidly started to map out the interior of the ship, updating the HUD with notes on alien positions and internal environment.  The atmosphere was breathable, they noted, but hot and moist enough to make most humans sweaty and uncomfortable.  Charles noted it in passing – the Marines wore battlesuits, allowing them to ignore the local environment – as they slipped through a gash in the hull.  A scene from hell greeted them.


  Atmosphere – the water droplets already freezing to ice – streamed past the Marines as they entered the alien ship.  The fusion flame had melted metal into molten streams of liquid, which were cooling rapidly now the flame was gone.  Even so, the interior of the alien ship looked like a melted honeycomb, with decks destroyed or warped into something unusable by human or alien.  The gravity field caught them as they pressed onwards, the stream of atmosphere coming to an end.  Their safety precautions must have finally taken effect, Charles noted inwardly.  The aliens designers, like humanity’s designers, clearly believed in devising hulls so compromised sections could be sealed off at a moment’s notice.


  They saw their first alien body as they made their way down towards the closest airlock the nanoprobes could identify.  Charles was no stranger to horror – nothing the aliens had done matched the horrors humans had inflicted on other humans – but he couldn't help feeling uncomfortable at the sight of an alien torso permanently separated from the lower half of its body.  A human would probably have been killed instantly through shock, Charles knew, but would an alien be just as fragile?  There was no way to know.


  Two Marines attached an atmospheric bubble to the airlock, then went to work with cutting torches.  If anything, the alien hull was less resistant than Ark Royal’s armour – although, to be fair, it was an internal airlock.  Charles watched the airlock come loose, then motioned for the first Marines to step into the interior of the ship.  A swarm of nanoprobes shot past them, racing deeper and deeper into the alien ship.  His HUD constantly updated as they mapped out the alien interior.


  Inside, the atmosphere was misty.  Visibility was poor, something that puzzled him.  Surely the aliens would have wanted to see clearly onboard a starship?  But he recalled the sheer size of their eyes – and the speculation that they normally lived in water – and guessed that the aliens probably had far better eyesight than humans.  Besides, their helmet sensors could peer through the muck, although the IR sensors kept sounding false alarms.  The environment was hot enough to confuse them.


  He took a glance at the updating map, then issued orders.  One team would advance towards where they thought the alien bridge was, another would head down to engineering.  The remaining Marines would expand through the ship, capturing or killing any aliens they encountered.  Charles had given serious thought to declining to take prisoners at all, but he’d eventually dismissed that thought.  No matter the dangers, he wasn't about to start committing atrocities against an alien race.  Particularly, as he’d pointed out to his subordinates, one that might still win the war.


  The interior of the alien ship looked faintly distorted, oddly disconcerting to the eye.  Some of the passageways seemed normal, as if they could easily have been found on a human ship, others were oddly proportioned.  It took him a long moment to realise that the aliens didn't seem to have designed their interior to resemble something on the ground, with a definite floor and ceiling.  Indeed, were it not for the gravity field holding them down, he would have thought the aliens didn't bother to maintain an artificial gravity field at all.  He puzzled over it for a long moment, then realised that the aliens were born in water.  They would have an instinctive understanding of zero-gravity environments that only asteroid-born humans would be able to match.


  “Curious wall decorations,” Sergeant Patterson noted.  He sounded faintly jumpy, clearly worried about what might spring up ahead of them.  “Do you think they can see at all?”


  Charles followed his gaze.  The aliens had decorated their passageways with artworks, but there was no recognisable pattern at all.  It looked as though a child had taken a paint box and splashed its contents randomly over the bulkheads.  Charles suspected his five-year-old nephew could have done a better job, then he touched the bulkhead and realised that the texture changed from colour to colour.  Could the aliens be colour-blind?  It might explain their choice of artwork ... and, for that matter, the apparent shifts in their own skin colours.


  Or maybe they just have a different set of aesthetics, he told himself.  If humans can’t agree on what makes a good painting and what doesn't, why should they?


  The explosion caught them by surprise, despite the drones.  An entire bulkhead blasted out at them, forcing the Marines to duck and dive for cover, despite their armour.  Behind it, a squad of aliens lunged forward, firing plasma bolts towards the human intruders.  The Marines returned fire, blasting the aliens to the ground.  Their tactics made no sense, Charles noted absently, part of his mind analysing the brief engagement.  Or perhaps they did make sense, he realised, as the second group of aliens appeared.  This group seemed far more professional, sniping at the humans from cover rather than merely charging at the intruders and being gunned down.


  There was no time to pick out an alternate path through the rabbit warren.  Instead, Charles barked orders, commanding his men to launch grenades into the alien position.  The deck shook violently as the grenades detonated, followed rapidly by a sudden reduction in enemy fire.  A small group of Marines ran forward, crouching low, and finished off the remaining aliens before they could escape or recover from the blasts.  But a second set of aliens had taken up position behind the first ...


  Charles sighed, resigning himself to heavy fighting.  The HUD kept updating rapidly, showing more and more concentrations of alien crewmen.  It was impossible to tell which of them were trained soldiers – alien Marines, he guessed – and which ones were merely crewmen who barely knew which end of a weapon to point at the enemy.  The Royal Navy was often careless about ensuring that its starship crewmen kept up with their personal weapons; he couldn't help feeling a flicker of amusement at the thought of the aliens having the same problem.  Making a mental note to suggest to the Captain that weapons practice should be made mandatory – the aliens might be the next ones to board a crippled starship – he barked orders, leading his Marines further and further into the alien ship.


  His HUD bleeped as it signalled an alert.  Charles puzzled over the sudden detection of poison gas, then realised that one of their shots – or an alien plasma burst – had burned into a coolant conduit.  The Marines ignored it, even though the aliens retreated hastily.  Most of them had no armour.  Charles briefly rethought his decision not to blow the ship’s integrity and release its atmosphere, allowing the aliens to suffocate, then reminded himself that all the arguments against it were still valid.  But the aliens weren't even trying to surrender ...


  Get real, he told himself, as he snapped off a burst at an alien soldier.  The alien tactics seemed haphazard, even random ... but with their weapons, they made a great deal of sense.  They didn't have to worry about reloading their weapons, so why not spray at random like a primitive machine gun?  The worst that could happen was that they forced the advancing enemy to keep their heads down.  We don’t even know how to ask them to surrender.


  The thought nagged at him as he saw his target fall to the deck and lie still.  If they’d been facing humans, they would have been shouting demands for surrender in every language they thought their opponents faced.  Not that it would have been enough, for some humans; insurgents and terrorists knew what to expect if they fell into military hands.  They rarely surrendered – and, unless there were hostages or human shields, they were rarely given a chance to fight back.  But the aliens ... how could they tell them to put their hands up when they couldn’t speak to them?


  We have to fix this problem, he thought.  Another series of explosions shook the deck as the Marines blasted their way through an alien strongpoint.  It looked as though the aliens were organising their defence on the fly, which was fortunate.  Given time, they could have stalled the Marines long enough to blow the ship.  Somehow, we have to get them to surrender.


  “I’ve found a tube, sir,” one of the Marines called.  “That’s how they’re evading us.”


  “Snaky little bastards,” another Marine observed.  “We couldn't fit in that tube.”


  “Not unless we start recruiting children,” Charles agreed, as he saw the alien tube.  It looked like a Jefferies Tube from a human starship, but it was alarmingly thin, too thin for the Marines to use even without armour.  The tubes on Ark Royal were wide enough for human adults to use; the alien tubes were simply too thin.  But, given their biology, it probably wouldn't be a problem for the aliens.  “Send drones up it, then seal the hatch and hope they can't break out again.”


  He scowled.  It was easy enough to imagine the aliens using the tubes to sneak past human strongpoints and take them in the rear.  Hell, humans planned to do the same thing if their ships were boarded.  But these tubes couldn't be sealed so easily, nor could the aliens be flushed out.  They’d have to start cutting through the bulkheads just to get at the aliens hiding within the tubes, doing untold damage to the alien command and control system.  Normally, that wouldn't have been a problem.  But now, when they needed the alien ship largely intact ...


  “Keep moving,” he ordered.  Somehow, they had to take the fight out of the aliens, but how?  “Don't give them a moment to relax.”


  Charles let the NCOs lead the advance while he fell back, thinking hard.  What did they actually know about the aliens?  They seemed to breathe the same atmosphere as humans, but they liked it hot and moist ... indeed, when the alien captives had been shown how to alter the temperature in their cell, they’d cranked it up as far as it would go.  Could they cool down the ship, making the aliens sluggish?  But how could they do that without cracking open the hull and releasing the atmosphere?  What about gas ...?


  But they had no idea what gases designed to stun or kill humans would do to the aliens.


  His HUD bleeped again as the final outline of the alien ship lay in front of him.  The analysts were adding their notes to the combat datanet, pointing out how similar – in many ways – the alien ship was to human starships.  Charles dismissed their work angrily, cursing the distraction under his breath, then issued orders to his Marines.  The alien engineering compartment lay dead ahead of them.


  “They’re fighting like mad bastards to hold the bridge, sir,” Captain Jackson called.  “We may need to use grenades.”


  Charles winced.  A human bridge had all of its vital components armoured under the deck, allowing attackers to lay waste to the command consoles without doing any real damage.  But what if that wasn't true for the alien ship?  They could smash up the bridge, only to discover that they’d accidentally crippled the whole ship.  And yet ... the longer they waited, the greater the chance the aliens would succeed in blowing up the ship.  Right now, Charles knew that he would be preparing the self-destruct.  Their position was hopeless.  All that remained was to take as many of the humans with them as they could.


  “Do it,” he ordered.  He hesitated, then added an additional order.  “Use gas first, see what it does.  Then use HE if there’s no other alternative.”


  “Understood, sir,” Jackson said.


  Charles tore his attention back to the main engineering compartment, just as the main door crashed inward, revealing a compartment that was strikingly different from its human counterpart.  The modular design he had expected was non-existent; instead, all of the alien subsystems appeared to be linked together into a single unprotected mass.  It made no sense to him; half of the systems appeared to be exposed to any stray shot or power surge.  Or were the aliens in the middle of trying to blow up the ship when the Marines burst in?


  “The gas seemed to make them convulse,” Jackson reported, as the Marines slowly advanced into the engineering compartment.  The aliens seemed to have vanished completely, abandoning the section.  “They weren't in any fit state for a fight.  We’ve taken them prisoner.”


  The bridge crew, Charles told himself.  “Keep a sharp eye on them,” he ordered, remembering how bendy and flexible alien bodies could be.  Standard zip-ties might not be enough to keep them helpless, not if they could flex their way out of the tie.  “Actually, secure them thoroughly.  We don't know how easily they can escape.”


  “Yes, sir,” Jackson said.


  The Marines prowled through the deserted compartment, looking for the aliens.  There was so much interference in the section that the nanoprobes, otherwise very useful at tracking alien movements, were largely useless.  Charles heard bursts of interference over the datanet, wondering absently just what the aliens used to operate their starships.  Nothing human produced such effects, of that he was sure.  Or would human fusion cores produce interference, if they were unshielded?  The prospect of fighting in a radiation-filled zone was chilling.  But the battlesuits weren't reading any dangerous radiation in the vicinity.


  “It's like they abandoned the entire section,” Corporal Pollock said.


  Charles rather doubted it.  There were four compartments on a human starship that had to be held at any cost; the bridge, main engineering, the armoury and life support.  Losing control of one of them could mean losing control of the ship.  The contingency plans the Marines had practiced for Ark Royal included stationing a whole platoon of armoured Marines in all four locations, ready to repel attack or buy time for the ship to be destroyed.  But the aliens seemed to have retreated instead ...


  The mists grew heavier as they advanced, making it harder and harder to see.  Charles sensed the tension among his Marines, understanding and cursing it at the same time.  What they couldn't see could hurt them – and the tension would make them fire off a shot at nothing, sooner or later.  And then he saw very definite movement, something twitching ...


  “Keep back,” he ordered.  Something was barely visible in the gloom.  “Sergeant ...”


  The Sergeant advanced forward, weapon at the ready.  Charles silently cursed the rules that forced him to stay back, then almost jumped as the Sergeant swore out loud.  “Sir,” he said, “they’re dying.”


  Charles threw caution to the winds and ran forward.  There was a heap of alien bodies, twitching unpleasantly, lying at the far end of the compartment.  Several of them were already dead – even when sleeping, according to the doctors, they moved constantly – and others were definitely dying.  Their skins, normally bright vivid colours, were shading down towards the murky grey he remembered from the first body.  But what did it mean?


  “They thought they were going to be captured,” the Sergeant speculated.  “Instead, they chose to die”


  Charles nodded, then listened as reports started to come in from the rest of the ship.  Some aliens had been captured, but others had killed themselves, either through poison or simply shooting themselves in the head.  Were they that fearful, Charles asked himself, of being taken prisoner?  For all he knew, the aliens had a long tradition of murdering prisoners ... although the treatment of their human captives seemed to suggest otherwise.  But they’d also drugged the humans mercilessly ...


  He shook his head.  That too was something that might be answered when human analysts went prowling through the alien ship, trying to recover computer files.  There was a great deal of information in any standard teaching program on humanity, from biology to psychology.  The aliens had probably cracked the systems they’d taken from Vera Cruz by now, if they hadn't recovered any from the Heinlein.  But then, the aliens wouldn't really have had to work hard.  Civilian teaching machines weren't designed to make it hard to learn.


  “We need to find a way of talking to them,” he said, as the prisoners were hauled back towards where the shuttles were docked.  It would take some ingenuity to link up the shuttle’s airlock to the alien ship, but they didn't have any spacesuits suitable for the alien captives.  “Some way to tell them that they won't be killed on sight.”


  He fought down the urge to rub his forehead.  There was no way to touch his skin through the suit.  “And contact Ark Royal,” he added.  “Tell them ... tell them that the ship is ours.”


  And hope that the engineering crew can make use of it, he added, silently.  Because alien reinforcements are already on their way.
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  IT HAD TAKEN A CONSIDERABLE amount of polite arguing before Ted had been able to convince Commander Fitzwilliam that he should be allowed to board the alien craft.  Captains were not supposed to risk themselves, Fitzwilliam had pointed out, reminding Ted that most television or datanet programs were grossly unrealistic.  Ted had countered by reminding his XO that the alien ship had been rendered safe and he was damned if he wasn't going to take a look at it, just once.  He certainly had never expected to be able to visit an alien ship before the war started – or even after it, for that matter.


  Oddly, the alien craft was slightly disappointing.  Once he’d come to terms with the moist atmosphere – the doctors insisted on everyone using breathmasks until they were sure there was nothing harmful in the alien atmosphere – he’d realised that there wasn't anything too different from human technology at all.  Part of his mind realised that wasn't actually a bad thing – something based on completely different principles would require years to unravel, if it could be unravelled at all – but he couldn't help feeling as if some of the wonder of the universe had faded away.


  He couldn't help envying the aliens for the sheer amount of joy they'd worked into their creation.  Human starships were boxy, built more for utility than elegance; the only truly elegant human ships were the handful of luxury liners that plied the tramlines between Earth and the various wonders of the human sphere.  They’d been  built by shipping corporations willing to expend the money to design ships that looked spectacular, despite the inefficiencies.  The aliens, it seemed, cared less for cost and more for elegance.


  Or maybe there’s something in them that wants to beautify their ships, he thought.  There were human movements that wanted to produce ships identical to science-fantasy ships from the previous two centuries.  Most of them were utterly unworkable, at least as military starships, but civilian models could work if someone put up the cash.  Wouldn’t we, if we could get it to work?


  “We’ve moved the prisoners to Ark Royal,” Major Parnell said, when Ted finally reached the alien engineering compartment.  “None of them talked to us, so we put them in with the others, in hopes they would speak.”


  Ted nodded.  The more samples of alien words they recorded, the quicker it would be to decipher the alien tongue.  “And the self-destruct?”


  “We accidentally disabled it, according to the engineers,” Parnell admitted.  “We got lucky, sir.”


  “I know,” Ted said.  He looked over at Anderson, who seemed to have merged a chunk of human technology into an alien control system.  “What can you tell me?”


  “Good news and bad,” Anderson grunted.  The engineer pulled himself away from the merged system with obvious reluctance.  “I think I've figured out how they extend the range of their FTL drive; they actually create a stream of gravity pulses that boost the potential tramline into reality long enough for them to use it.  It's actually much more flexible than we realised, sir.  We may discover that there are more than two tramlines in this system.”


  Ted blinked in surprise.  “How do you figure that?”


  He held up a hand.  “Spare me the technobabble,” he said, quickly.  “Just plain English, please.”


  “There's a difference between potential tramlines and real ones,” Anderson said.  “Our assumption was that it was impossible to actually do more than ride the tramlines we knew to be real.  But this left us with the mystery of why some tramlines exist and others do not – or at least seem not to exist.  It’s possible that space is threaded with potential tramlines the aliens might be able to activate at will.”


  “I see,” Ted said.  There were five known tramlines leading from the Sol System to various destinations, nine counting the projected alien tramlines.  But what if there were more?  The aliens might be able to leapfrog across far more of humanity’s territory than the Admiralty had realised.  “Can we duplicate the system?”


  “There shouldn't be any problems with producing a duplicate,” Anderson said.  “I’d prefer not to start dissecting the system until we got back to Earth, though.  The alien command and control unit is quite complex and I don’t want to risk annoying it.”


  “Which leads back to the important question,” Ted said.  “Can we use the drive to get back home?”


  “Easily,” Anderson said.  He grinned, suddenly.  “We’d just have to secure Ark Royal’s hull to the alien ship.”


  Ted blanched.  Securing one capital ship to another was dangerous, even when both ships belonged to the Royal Navy.  If something went wrong on the alien ship and she exploded – he found himself wishing that he knew the ship’s name – Ark Royal would be caught in the blast.  Even her armour probably wouldn't provide protection against such a close encounter.


  “Do it,” he ordered.  If nothing else, the reporters would get one hell of a story.  And besides, if they got home, the entire crew would be eligible for the prize money.  “But I suggest you hurry.”
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  JAMES COULDN'T HELP feeling nervous as the engineering crew carefully linked the two starships together, ensuring that parting contact was impossible.  He couldn't help the feeling that it would be impossible with or without the cords; Ark Royal moved like a wallowing pig and the alien starship, as yet unnamed, was little better.  The engineers might be fascinated by the chance to study so much alien technology, but James had to concentrate on the dangers.  And it was perhaps the riskiest manoeuvre the Royal Navy had ever carried out, at least in the face of the enemy.


  “We’re linked, sir,” Anderson reported, finally.  “We’ve attached a tube so crewmen can move between the two ships, as well as supervising the alien drive.”


  “Understood,” James said.  The reporters had been begging for a chance to board the alien craft as soon as they’d realised what had been accomplished.  He sighed; sooner or later, he would have to surrender to their request, even though it was quite likely that all of the details would be thoroughly classified.  The Royal Navy wouldn't want to give up any intelligence on the alien ships without a fight – or at least getting something of equal value in return.  “When can we jump?”


  “I’d prefer to spend more time monitoring the alien power curves,” Anderson said, “but we should be able to jump as soon as we reach the tramline.”


  James smiled, ruefully.  The longest jump ever recorded – at least before the aliens arrived – was ten light years – and that had only been possible because both stars were massive enough to create a longer than normal tramline running between them.  Now, Ark Royal was going to set a record, at least until human researchers started messing around with the potentials of the alien drive system.  Genuine original science would be done, Anderson had claimed, during one of his brief naps.  Humanity would learn a great deal from the alien ship.


  “Good,” he said.  Manoeuvring interlinked ships through interplanetary space would be tricky, but doable.  “We will leave as soon as the Captain gives the command.”
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  TED FELT HIS HEARTBEAT pounding faster and faster as the conjoined ships entered the phantom tramline.  Human technology could barely detect its existence, let alone traverse it to an unknown destination.  But the alien systems seemed to have no difficulty recognising that it was there.  He hesitated as the two ships came to a halt – the whole jump was dangerous enough without trying to do it at speed – then gave the order.  The universe seemed to darken ...


  For a terrified moment, he was sure he’d killed them all.  The moment of darkness stretched on and on, then cleared with astonishing speed.  He felt his ship lurch, as if it had rammed something, then quieten down.  The display was already starting to fill up with data.


  “We made it, sir,” Lightbridge said.  “All systems report nominal.”


  Ted sat back in his chair, feeling sweat running down his back.  Fourteen light years.  They’d jumped fourteen light years, effectively instantaneously.  And the aliens did it all the time.  The implications hadn't changed from the conclusions in the half-panicky reports he’d been sent the Admiralty, but they hadn't quite seemed real.  Now ... now he comprehended, finally, that the territory the aliens controlled might be much greater than the human sphere.


  “We have several reports of crewmen fainting,” Commander Fitzwilliam said.  There was an odd note of amusement in his voice, which seemed out of place until he continued.  “All, but two of the reporters also fainted.”


  Ted nodded, then looked down at his console as the reports flowed in from all over the ship – both ships.  Spacers were used to normal jumps, but this one had been unusually violent, although no one was quite sure why.  Perhaps it explained, he decided, why the aliens were so lax about chasing the human ships through the tramlines.  Their drives reacted poorly when asked to jump at speed.


  “Check the aliens,” he ordered.  Was it possible that they were stunned ... or dead?  “How did they handle the jump?”


  “They seem fine, sir,” Major Parnell reported, two minutes later.  “But clearly a little agitated.”


  Ted nodded.  Clearly, the aliens had sensed the jump ... but they hadn't suffered any real ill effects.  Were they experienced spacers, then, or were the aliens actually less inclined to be harmed by the jump?


  “Understood,” he said, finally.  “Keep an eye on them.”


  He keyed his console, linking directly to Anderson.  The Chief Engineer and a third of his staff had taken up permanent residence on the alien ship, despite the doctor’s warnings that they still couldn't guarantee that the environment was safe.  Anderson sounded tired, but very happy when he answered the call.


  “The jump functioned as advertised,” he said.  “If we lose the alien Puller Drive next time, sir, we will probably still be able to devise our own version.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Ted said.  He looked at the new star system on the display, his eyes tracking the four tramlines leading out of it and back towards human space.  Two of them were useless without the alien drive.  “Can we jump again?”


  “I think so,” Anderson said.  “We only need three more jumps to get us back to Earth.”


  Ted shook his head in disbelief.  Three more jumps ... when it had taken nine to reach New Russia from Earth.  They’d be jumping through the scene of their first successful engagement, he saw, as the helmsman plotted out the series of jumps.  Three more jumps ...


  “The sooner we duplicate this system, the better,” he said, flatly.  “We need it for ourselves.”
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  “I NEVER EXPECTED TO survive,” Rose said.


  Kurt nodded.  She'd come to his office ... but instead of making love to him at once she'd sat down, twisting her hands in her lap.  Oddly, he found himself torn between relief and disappointment.  He might have cheated on his wife, but he wasn’t going to deny that the sex had been great.  But really ... what kind of future could Rose and he have, even if he left Molly for her?  He was old enough – almost – to be her father.  He’d be old and gray long before her.


  “Nor did I,” he said.  He swallowed.  It was time to act the mature adult.  “Rose ... what do you actually want from me?”


  “I don't know,” Rose confessed.  “I want you and I don’t want you and I don't want to hurt your children and yet I don’t care if they get hurt ...”


  It took Kurt a moment to untangle her words and understand just how conflicted she was.  “I understand why you came to me,” he said, carefully.  “I wasn't only experienced” – Rose gave him a look that told him precisely where he could shove his experience – “but I was also safe.”


  “Most starfighter pilots are selfish,” Rose said.  “You weren't selfish.”


  Kurt almost pointed out that Rose had been having an affair with one, which had resulted in her assignment to Ark Royal, but stopped himself just in time.  It would have been thoughtlessly cruel to say something like that to anyone, particularly someone who had lost the lover in question soon afterwards.  Survivor’s Guilt had probably played a big role in Rose’s decision to find someone else as quickly as possible.


  And you are not blameless, he told himself, shortly.  You didn't say no when she took off her top, did you?


  Rose had been more than a little selfish herself, he acknowledged, but he hadn't been much better.  No, he corrected himself ruthlessly, he hadn't been better at all.  He’d made love to her despite having a family back on Earth, a family that would be torn apart by his betrayal ... and it was a betrayal.  Perhaps he could have sat down with Molly and talked their way through their problems, sharing blame as well as responsibility to find a resolution.  Who knew – maybe they’d separate, but stay close for the sake of the kids.


  And that might be tricky, he thought.  Because you certainly didn't consult with Molly before finding someone else ...


  “I was,” Kurt said.  Rose gave him an uncomprehending look.  She was young and far too used to the immature idiocy of starfighter pilots who knew they could die at any second.  It would be years before she gained the perspective that would show her that love wasn't just about sharing a bed but sharing an entire life.  “I could have told you to fuck off.”


  A faint smile ghosted over Rose’s cheeks.  “No man has ever said that to me,” she said, deadpan.  Someone her age would have missed the pain hidden under the boasting.  “And I’d bet that none ever will.”


  “Probably not,” Kurt said.  He cursed himself mentally, then looked up at her, trying not to imagine her body under her flight suit.  It would be so easy, he knew, to pull her to him ... and he was certain she wouldn't object.  His cock twitched at the thought.  But it would send the wrong message.  “Rose ...”


  He leaned forward.  “What we did, when we thought we would both die, was wrong.”


  “I didn't notice you objecting,” Rose pointed out, snidely.


  “I didn't,” Kurt said.  “And if I’d known we would return to Earth, I would have objected strongly.  But I didn't know.”


  He pressed on, remorselessly.  “I have a wife and children as well as a career,” he added.  “You have a career, a career that has already been dented by one affair.  And ... I don't know how you feel about me, but I am not a good choice for you over the long term.”


  Rose looked down at the deck.  “Are you going to report me?  Report us?”


  Kurt shook his head, not trusting himself to speak.  The report would destroy both of their careers, even if they were heroes – and rich heroes at that, if the prize money came through as expected.  They would probably be permanently beached or dishonourably discharged.  And, in his case, it would probably cost him his marriage too.


  “No,” he said, when he could finally form words.  “But I am not going to make love to you anymore.”


  He’d expected anger, he’d expected a shouting match ... but she responded with a calm sadness that worried him.  As CAG, it was his duty to counsel any of pilots who required counselling—he might have lacked training, but at least he wasn't an idiot psychologist – yet his relationship with her was hopelessly compromised.  He couldn't play her father or a senior officer when they’d had sex countless times.  And who could Rose talk to who wouldn't betray her confidences?


  “I understand,” she said, quietly.


  She stood, gave him a brief and formal hug, then turned and marched out of his quarters as if she were passing out on parade.  Kurt watched her go, torn between calling her back and letting her go – and, perhaps, asking the doctor to speak to her.  The doctor would keep secrets unless they threatened the integrity of the crew.


  Idiot, he told himself as the hatch hissed closed.  What do you think your secret has done?
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  “JUMP COMPLETED, SIR.”


  Ted smiled as the familiar shape of the Sol System appeared on the display.  He’d taken the precaution of insisting they came out of the tramline some distance from Earth, just in case Earth’s defenders were in a shoot first and ask questions later mode, but it seemed as though his precautions had been unnecessary.  The closest human starship was over a light minute away.


  “Send our IFF,” he ordered.  The defenders, seeing them come out of a phantom tramline, would be more than a little suspicious.  It would take time to reassure them.  “And hold position here until they reply.”


  It was nearly thirty minutes before a giant modern carrier, surrounded by a dozen frigates, approached Ark Royal.  Ted smiled as her IFF – USS Enterprise – popped up on the display.  Like most American carriers, she was overpowered and over-engineered ... and, like all of the other modern carriers, hopelessly vulnerable if faced with alien starfighters.  Ted felt his smile grow wider as electronic handshakes were exchanged, confirming that neither ship was under alien control.  Whatever he was offered, he was damned if he was exchanging Ark Royal for any modern starship.


  “They're asking what the hell we've attached to our hull,” Annie said, finally.


  Ted smirked.  “Tell them it’s several billion pounds worth of prize money,” he said.  He wished, suddenly, that he’d thought to fly the skull and crossbones.  Too late now.  “And ask them for an escort back to Earth.”


  He sat back as the giant carrier turned back towards Earth, her starfighters flying past Ark Royal in welcome.  They’d made it.


  They were home.


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Forty


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  “YOU WILL NOT, I SUSPECT, be pleased to learn that the media is besieging the Admiralty Building in London,” the First Space Lord said.  “Word of your exploits – and the capture of an alien ship – has leaked out and the world has gone crazy.”


  Ted nodded, keeping his mouth firmly closed.  He would have bet good money, after meeting the PR staff assigned to the reporters, that the Admiralty had deliberately allowed the news to leak.  The human race needed good news and Ark Royal’s successful cruise through alien territory was the best they’d had in quite some time.  He had no doubt that the Admiralty would successfully minimise the simple fact that they'd come within bare millimetres of absolute disaster.


  “The major interstellar powers have also contributed to a prize money fund,” the First Space Lord continued.  “I dare say your crew will be happy.”


  Ted nodded, feeling an unfamiliar twinge of gratitude for British diplomacy.  Ten percent of the prize money went to him, ten percent went to the Marines and the remainder was shared out evenly among the crew.  With contributions flowing in from all over the human sphere, even the lowliest crewman could look forward to becoming an instant millionaire.  Taxes might have been raised to help fund the war effort – prize money wasn't tax-free, unfortunately – but they would still be quite wealthy.  Not a bad outcome, he knew, for a crew that had been scraped together from officers and men the Admiralty couldn't be bothered to discharge.


  “Yes, sir,” he said.  “And the former prisoners?”


  “Most of them came from Vera Cruz, as you summarised,” the First Space Lord said.  “The remainder came from the handful of smaller colonies the aliens hit and destroyed.  Their families have been informed, but they’ll be remaining in custody for the moment.”


  Ted couldn't disagree, even though he knew it was cold.  The former alien POWs would require time to decompress, time to recover from their ordeal ... and most of them had yet to purge the alien drugs from their systems.  On Earth, they would receive proper medical care and, when they were ready to talk, sympathetic ears.  Being held captive was bad enough, Ted knew, even when the captors weren't alien monsters.


  Or maybe humans would have been worse, Ted thought.  Apart from the drugs, the human captives were unhurt.


  He sighed.  The alien POWs had been moved to a secure facility on the moon, where a mixture of military and civilian researchers would attempt to unlock the secrets of their language – and their biology.  If they could talk to the aliens, they might figure out the truth behind this senseless war ... and determine if there was a way it could be ended without one side being completely crushed.  But Ted wasn't hopeful.  None of the doctor’s work on the aliens had managed to crack even part of their language.


  “I will confess,” the First Space Lord said, “that I had my doubts about you.”


  Ted kept his face expressionless, somehow.  Had Fitzwilliam told the Admiralty about Ted’s near collapse back into drunkenness?  Or had the First Space Lord merely had his doubts from the start, despite recognising that Ted was uniquely qualified to command Ark Royal?  It seemed quite likely.


  “You were a drunk, put bluntly,” the First Space Lord continued.  “I fretted, even when it seemed that Ark Royal would be nothing more than an escort carrier or a backstop, before we learned the truth about the alien weapons.  And when you had to take the ship into battle ...”


  He shook his head.  “You have proved yourself,” he admitted.  “When the chips were down, you made the Royal Navy proud.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Ted said.  He knew it wasn't entirely true.  If Fitzwilliam hadn't caught him before he could drink himself into a stupor, the entire cruise would have ended very differently.  “I did my best.”


  “You did,” the First Space Lord agreed.  He nodded over towards the display.  “But the war isn't over.”


  Ted followed his gaze.  Two more star systems had joined New Russia in red, occupied by the aliens, while another three had been probed by alien forces.  The aliens might not have dared go straight for Earth, but they’d weakened humanity still further.  It was impossible to escape the feeling that the war was very far from over.


  “It will take us at least a year to produce the new battleships and armoured carriers,” the First Space Lord said.  “We’re trying to rearm a number of older ships that were converted into colonist-carriers or heavy bulk freighters, but that’s an uphill chore too.  The aliens may still hold the whip hand.”


  “So we go back on the offensive,” Ted said.


  “Soon,” the First Space Lord said.  He looked down at his desk for a long moment, then up at Ted.  “When the time comes, it had been agreed” – he paused, significantly – “that you will command the offensive.”


  Ted wondered, absently, just how many deals had been cut to make that possible so quickly.  Few of the interstellar powers liked the thought of having their starships serve under another power’s command, no matter how closely allied they were.  And Ted’s previous command had been shot to pieces, with Ark Royal the only survivor.  He was surprised that any other power had been willing to agree to let him take command.


  “We’re short on heroes,” the First Space Lord said, when he asked.  “Blame the reporters, if you like.”


  Ted rolled his eyes, inwardly.  He'd only caught a couple of newscasts between debriefing sessions, but most of them bore little relationship to reality.  One of the reporters – who hadn’t even been on Ark Royal – insisted that Ted had led the boarding party in person.  But if he had, the Royal Navy would have congratulated him and then removed him from command.


  “Thank you, sir,” he said, finally.


  “Don't thank me,” the First Space Lord said.  “Your life is about to become a great deal more complicated.”


  “As long as I keep Ark Royal as a flagship, I don’t mind,” Ted said.


  The First Space Lord smiled.  “Congratulations, Admiral Smith,” he said.
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  JAMES COULDN'T HELP but be mildly bothered by the summons to Nelson Base.  Between debriefings and supervising the repairs to Ark Royal, he simply didn't have the time to spare.  But the summons had left no room for objections, so he’d boarded the shuttle and made his way to the giant space station.  Inside, it was no surprise when he was escorted to a private briefing room.


  “My official weblog states that I am in a meeting with a design team leader,” the First Space Lord said, as soon as the hatch had hissed closed and locked itself.  “We don’t have much time.”


  “Yes, sir,” James said.


  “Admiral Smith,” the First Space Lord said, taking a seat.  “Is he suited for independent command?”


  “Yes,” James said, without hesitation.


  The First Space Lord looked up.  “Are you sure?”


  James kept his expression as blank as possible, even though the First Space Lord was probably used to reading people more inclined to deception than James.


  “Yes, sir,” he said, finally.  The Captain had come alarmingly close to a relapse, but disaster had been averted ... and he’d managed to get his ship and crew home.  And he’d captured an alien starship in the process.  “Permission to speak freely, sir?”


  The First Space Lord nodded, impatiently.


  “Captain Smith is responsible for the destruction of a number of alien carriers, along with smaller ships, the recovery of over 200 former captives, the capture of thirty-two alien POWs and, last but not least, the capture of an intact alien starship,” James said.  “By any standards, Ark Royal’s cruise through enemy-held territory was the most successful naval operation since Trafalgar.  We successfully gave the enemy a bloody nose.”


  He paused.  “We might not have succeeded in liberating New Russia,” he added, “but that wasn't part of our mission orders.”


  The First Space Lord sighed.  “Blame the media,” he said.  “They expect perfection – or nothing.”


  James nodded, silently grateful that the reporters were off the ship and tormenting someone else.  They’d certainly helped promote the Captain – but they’d also raised the uncomfortable question of why New Russia hadn't been liberated.  At least the Russian government had been smart enough to understand that the planet couldn't have been liberated, at least not without an unacceptable level of risk.  They weren't fuelling the flames.


  The First Space Lord looked up at him.  “I believe that Captain – sorry, Admiral – Smith has proved himself,” he added.  “But I will still require you to keep an eye on him.”


  “Sir,” James said, carefully, “can I ask why?”


  “Two reasons,” the First Space Lord said.  “First, he will be placed in command of a multinational fleet ... and he was not the most capable officer at building connections to the foreign starships.  This time, the other commanders will not be from minor powers.”


  James nodded in reluctant understanding.


  “Second, because fame and fortune may well go to his head,” the First Space Lord added.  “As his Flag Captain, you will be in position to advise him – and to report any problems before they become public.”


  “I don't like it, sir,” James said, twisting uncomfortably.  “With all due respect, sir, you’re asking me to act like a spy.”


  “You have been acting like a spy,” the First Space Lord pointed out, coldly.


  “Yes, sir,” James said.  “And I didn't like it.”


  “You don't have a choice,” the First Space Lord told him.  “The war isn't over – and the deciding moment may come to rest on Admiral Smith.  When it does, I want you to ensure that he’s ready to handle it.”


  James hesitated, but knew there was no real choice.


  “Yes, sir,” he said.


  #
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  KURT COULDN’T HELP a thrill of excitement as the taxi made its way back to his home, even though he was nervous about seeing his wife once again.  He'd rung ahead and asked the children to stay home from school, despite the probable anger of their teachers.  He just couldn't wait to see them again.


  The house was dark and cold when he opened the door, until he stepped into the kitchen.  Inside, Molly, Penny and Percy greeted him, the two teenagers throwing their arms around him and hugging him tightly.  Molly – and a young girl he assumed was the home help – seemed a little more standoffish, but he hugged her anyway.  A pang of guilt, as sharp as a knife, echoed through him as he remembered everything he'd done with Rose.


  “Welcome home, dad,” Penny said.  She pushed him towards a chair, then produced a sheet of paper.  “I did very well on my exams.”


  “Well done,” Kurt said, grinning like a madman.  His kids were fine, his wife ... well, she wasn't entirely fine, but at least she wasn't shouting and throwing things at him.  “And you, Percy?”


  “I’m going to apply to the Academy next year,” Percy said.  “I can go, with your permission ...”


  Kurt swallowed.  “Later, son,” he said.  He knew it wouldn't be easy to convince Molly to agree – and he wasn't going to write any permission slip without her consent.  “Later.”


  The home help stuck out a diffident hand.  “I’m Gayle,” she said.  She was tall and muscular, reminding him of a handful of female servicewomen he knew.  “I’ve been looking after your kids for the last two months.”


  Kurt frowned.  Hadn't there been another girl?


  “She's practically been living here,” Penny said, crossly.  “I can't get away from her.”


  “Good,” Kurt said, unsympathetically.  He ignored the whining about how Gayle put a crimp in Penny’s social life.  Constant supervision was probably good for her, even if she wasn't going out and having fun with her friends.  “You have to get high marks in your exams or your social life will take a disastrous fall.”


  Penny looked sulky but cheered up when Molly brought out the cake.


  Afterwards, when the teenagers were in bed, he spoke to Molly.  “What happened to their schooling?”


  “The school said that it wasn't going to expel children from military families,” Molly said.  “But I don't know how we’re going to keep them there.”


  She shook her head.  “Penny acted quite badly for months,” she explained.  “I had to practically thrash her bottom red to stop her driving the teachers mad – and that was with supervision.  I don't know what I would have done if she’d been expelled.  As it is, we don't even have the money to keep them there past the end of the year.”


  Kurt smiled.  “Prize money,” he said, and produced the cheque from his pocket.  “We can keep them there for a few years, if necessary.”


  Molly stared at the cheque, then shook her head in disbelief.  “Where are you going now?”


  “Luna Academy for several months,” Kurt said.  Ark Royal’s fighter wings would have to be rebuilt from the ground up, so the Admiralty had decided his experience would be better used in teaching new trainees how to fight the aliens.  He couldn't fault them – and besides, getting leave to visit Earth would be much simpler from the moon.  “It’s not as ... sexy a job as CAG, but it will keep me nearby for a few months.”


  “That’s good,” Molly said, reluctantly.  She took the cheque and folded it into her pocket.  “I ...”


  “I missed you too,” Kurt said.  It was true, in a way.  “And thank you for waiting.”


  He picked his wife up and carried her into the bedroom.  It had been a long time, far longer than just his deployment to Ark Royal, yet there was something ... odd about their lovemaking.  Afterwards, he lay on his bed, looking up at the ceiling.  What was different now?  His experience with Rose ... or realising that, perhaps, Molly didn't really miss him when he was gone.


  His terminal bleeped.  When he picked it up, he saw a message from Rose.  She'd been assigned to Luna Academy too.


  Kurt cursed under his breath, torn between delight and bitter guilt.  It made sense to send Rose there; her experience, after all, wasn't too different from his.  And she could relate to the younger pilots better than himself.  But he also knew that he would be tempted, horribly tempted, to get back into bed with her.  Maybe he could bring Molly and the kids to the moon with him ...


  ... And Gayle had practically been living with the family.


  He looked over at Molly’s sleeping form, wonderingly.  Had she been desperate enough to pay Gayle to stay when she was in the house ... or had she been elsewhere?  And, if so, where?  Had she been having an affair ?  Had she been having an affair too?  But why didn’t the prospect bother him?  Had he fallen out of love with his wife and never really noticed?


  Kurt sighed and tried to sleep, putting the mystery aside for a later day.


  But sleep was a long time in coming.
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  “CONGRATULATIONS, ADMIRAL,” Commander – no, Captain – Fitzwilliam said.


  “Thank you,” Ted said.  “And congratulations to you too.”


  They stood together, looking down through the observation blister at Ark Royal’s dented launch tube.  The shipyard workers were already at it, removing the damaged components and rapidly replacing them with devices built from scratch.  Given a week, Ted had been promised, the carrier would be as good as new.  He hoped, devoutly, that they were right.


  “We did well, sir,” Fitzwilliam said, finally.  “I received a v-mail from Major Parnell.  He and his men are being feted all over Hereford.”


  “I know,” Ted agreed.  Hereford was the home of the SAS, still the best special forces unit in the whole damn human sphere.  For the Royal Marines to be feted so openly meant that they’d done something truly extraordinary.  But then, who else had captured an alien ship?  “He’ll be back soon.”


  He smiled at the thought.  The Admiralty had handed out promotions all round, although most of the senior crew had refused to leave the carrier.  Given their fame, the Admiralty hadn't bothered to argue.  Besides, who else was more experienced with the ancient carrier?


  His smile grew wider.  The aliens probably knew Ark Royal now, knew her and feared her.  For a ship that had come alarmingly close to being scrapped, it was no small achievement.


  And for a drunkard, the medals on his chest – from every spacefaring human power and some of the ones that remained trapped on Earth - were no small achievement either.


  “Yes,” he said, finally.  “We did very well.”
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  Thank you for reading Ark Royal (book 1 of The Ark Royal Series by Christopher G. Nuttall) Book III of The Stars in Flames: A Military Science Fiction Anthology. 


  If you are enjoying this book, would you please leave a review?


  Would you like to order The Nelson Touch, book 2 of The Ark Royal Series?


  Grab it here:


  The Nelson Touch (The Ark Royal Series #2)
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  11 JULY, 2456 AD | NEAR EARTH ORBIT


  HMS Vulcan floated in high orbit over the British Midlands. With minimal maneuvering thrusters, she wasn’t really a spaceship, yet her designers hadn’t wished to break with tradition when naming her. If anyone asked, the explanation was that S stood for Shipyard.


  Construction bay twenty-seven was a hive of activity. For a number of months construction workers had been expanding its capacity to accommodate the latest designs for a new class of ship, the first British battlecruiser. A few thousand meters higher up in orbit, work was being completed on two identical giant structures, soon to be attached to Vulcan and designated bays twenty-eight and twenty-nine. Likewise, they too would be focused on churning out new battlecruisers for the Royal Space Navy.


  Once completed this retrofit and extension would simply become one more in a long list of alterations in Vulcan’s history. Initially constructed when Britain decided to invest heavily in interstellar expansion, Vulcan had been serving the RSN for over two hundred years as its main shipyard. Once the shift drive had been discovered and the stars opened to humanity, interstellar exploration had taken off. Britain had banked a substantial percentage of her GDP on gaining a lead over the other space faring nations and Vulcan was the result.


  With the discovery of Britannia this investment had paid off eighty years later. HMS Vulcan had hastily dispatched her third colony ship full of handpicked volunteers from all over Great Britain as well as her Moon, Mars and asteroid colonies. Britannia contained one of the rarest metals yet known to man. Named after its discoverer, valstronium was almost as revolutionary as the shift drive.


  Officially classed as a metal, though the designation was still debated in the universities, it showed a remarkable ability to protect a spaceship from the wear and tear of space travel while blocking harmful cosmic radiation from injuring a ship’s crew. And, once fixed by a combination of electrical and thermal treatments, the metal actually flowed like a liquid in an effort to retain its original shape when damaged. This was a ship designer’s dream as it provided the perfect armor.


  With the discovery of valstronium on Britannia, Britain gained a monopoly almost overnight. Along with this monopoly came the military power and diplomatic capital that allowed Britain to fuel its expansion beyond the Sol system and become one of the dominant space faring nations.


  Despite over 150 years having passed since the discovery of Britannia, and two hundred since the discovery of the shift drive, the exploration and colonization race between the major space faring nations showed no sign of letting up. Paid for through valstronium sales HMS Vulcan continued to churn out all kinds of civilian and military craft to further Britain’s interstellar empire. With the new construction bays about to be finalized, battlecruisers would soon be added to that list.


  Almost unnoticed amongst the hustle and bustle over bays twenty-seven, twenty-eight and twenty-nine, a small ship slipped out of construction bay thirteen. Encased within its own valstronium armor, HMS Drake made her way out into space for the first time. She was one of an ever-increasing number of RSN Survey Ships. With almost 150 in commission they served the RSN by mapping the dark matter between the stars.
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  7 MAY, 2464 AD | BEIJING, CHINA


  Almost eight years later Na Zhong turned from the large holographic display to face the other politburo members. As the Minister for Exploration he was a junior member in the politburo and so tried to keep his head down in these meetings. Today, that was impossible.


  “And so you see,” Na concluded. “There are four habitable worlds and over fifty-two other systems with varying degrees of resources. This is the find of the century.”


  Most of the other members were still looking over his shoulders at the sphere the holographic projector was displaying. Within the sphere there were fifty-six white dots, four of which were flashing red.


  Na took a moment to take in the awe on many of the faces of his fellow politburo members, such a find was unheard of in humanities history of exploring the stars. He started when he saw Chang staring at him rather than the holo display.


  “Minister Na, what did your scout determine about the likeness of a shift passage into British space?” Chang Lei asked.


  “As you know our scout vessel did not deem it wise to spend time investigating all the systems before coming back with this news. However, they did spend two weeks surveying the perimeter of the sphere in order to identify any passages that may lead to British space,” Na replied to the minister of Defense. “There is at least one passage leading off in the rough direction of British space, though of course, without exploring it extensively we can’t know where, if anywhere, it goes.” This brought all eyes back to Na.


  “Two weeks! You mean your commander knew about this sphere of space for two weeks and didn’t think to come straight back to us?” Shouted the Minister for Foreign Affairs.


  “No,” Na reluctantly admitted. “But in his defense, his mission was to seek out potential shift passages into British space,” he added as meekly as possible, hoping to placate Fen’s anger.


  “Calm down Fen,” the Chang said as he lifted his hand toward the Minister for Foreign Affairs to stop any further outbursts. “This is useful, it may be a little later than we would have liked but at least we know the British may want to join our party. So, what are our options?” he asked the room at large.


  Chang Lei was the Intelligence Minister for the Chinese Communist Party and currently the power behind the President. Everyone knew he would make the final decision regarding this new discovery.


  Fen was the first to speak, “We all know what we are expected to do. Those swine at the UN will want us to publicly declare this discovery first thing tomorrow.”


  Smiling Chang shook his head, “You all know our attempts to grow our space empire have been falling behind the other major powers. This is not an opportunity we are just going to let pass us by. We only have six habitable planets colonized so far; this is our chance to almost double that. What other options do we have? Options that will ensure China benefits from this discovery and not those lackeys at the UN.”


  “Well, we could send elements of third fleet into this new area of space,” began the Minister of Defense. “Once we establish military bases on each of the habitable worlds we can declare our discovery and present them with a fait accompli. No power would dare go to war with us over these planets then.”


  “Ha,” interjected the Minister for Development, Wen Xiang, “and how long do you think it would take the British to figure out where our ships were going. It seems that we can’t keep anything from them.”


  Chang tried to hide a grimace. The Minister of Development was his closet rival and so did not fear his wrath. Whilst Chang prided himself on the power of his intelligence services both at home and abroad, it was undeniable that the British had managed to penetrate their government and military. Not that Chang liked being reminded of that of course.


  “And don’t think the British won’t fight for what they think is theirs.” Wen continued. “Our military might out-mass theirs but whoever controls this new discovery will become the dominant power in our area of space, there can be no doubt about that.  We need to present them with a fait accompli true, but one that cannot lead to war. As you all know, we have one colony ship sitting in orbit waiting for just this kind of opportunity. We also have another two under construction.  I suggest we rush their completion and get civilians on the ground as soon as possible. We can colonize three of the habitable planets and offer one to the UN. That way, when the British demand it from the UN they will look like the bad guys. Plus, there is no way the British will start a war over a planet already occupied by zealous Chinese nationals – even if they could win a planet from us, they wouldn’t want to deal with the occupation.” Sitting back Wen looked over at Chang for his response.


  Chang bowed his head in a begrudging sign of respect. “I think this will work. We will need a cover story for when we ask for colonial volunteers. I’m sure Minister Zhong and I can come up with something before your colony ships are ready to depart. How long until those under construction will be ready?


  Wen picked up his datapad and quickly scanned through some documents. “Thirteen months,” he replied. “However, we can have the Henna, which is in orbit at the moment, prepped and ready to go in five. I suggest we load her up and send her off as soon as possible. If we can establish a colony on one of the planets then we can quickly move more people onto each of the others.”


  “Very well,” Chang said as he stood and brought both his hands to rest on the table everyone sat around. “This is the discovery we need to ensure we overshadow Britain and Germany. If we can colonize and industrialize this cluster of systems we will be able to out produce anyone else.”


  Everyone took this as a sign that the meeting was over and so began to stand up and leave. Chang then continued more quietly, “Minister Quin,” he said to the Minister of Defense, as he was about to leave. “Please remain behind, we need to discuss some other scenarios in case Britain doesn’t dance to our tune.”


  Outside Na exchanged a glance with Wen-Chong, another junior member of the Politburo. Having spoken to Wen-Chong, Na knew that they shared the same concerns. It seemed their worst fears were coming true. After tirelessly working his way through the ranks of the Communist Party he had been shocked by the disregard many on the Politburo had for the other human nations. In one sense he understood, many of the Politburo members and leading Communist Party officials felt backed further and further into a corner by British and German expansion. As a result, there was a growing sense of isolation and hostility. Yet he feared that the paranoia of some of his superiors would end up being a self-fulfilling prophecy. For the last decade they had been taking more and more actions that had caused tensions to rise within the UN, especially with the British and Germans. This latest discovery could send things over the edge, Na thought to himself as he walked away, wondering just what Chang and China’s Minister of Defense were discussing.
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Loose the Dogs of War
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    The First Interstellar Expansion Era began in 2203 with the discovery of the shift drive. Throughout the era relations between the space faring powers were always strained and often frayed as one power sought to cut off exploration routes from another.


    


  

-Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  15 NOVEMBER, 2464 AD | HMS SURPRISE | THE DAMANG SYSTEM


  Commander Lightfoot sat in the command chair of HMS Surprise as his ship exited shift space. As an Archer class frigate Surprise was just a baby amongst the fighting ships of the RSN, which meant she was assigned all sorts of menial tasks. Lightfoot had already tired of his current mission on the outward journey to their destination. Now that they were finally heading back to Earth, he was beginning to look forward to his next assignment with a bit more hope.


  As the sensors began to update the holo-display Lightfoot could see that almost all the ships in the convoy had exited shift space in formation. Surprise, along with the Lancer class frigate Renown and the light cruiser Resolution were escorting a convoy of nine freighters. They had made the five-week journey to the British mining colony in the Reading system and were now on their way back home. Typically, freighters would make their own way to their various destinations, but Admiralty regulations stipulated that all freighters had to be escorted to and from Reading.


  Thanks to a quirk in the UN Planetary Allocation Act, Britain had been awarded the mining rights to the Reading system even though it was only accessible by passing through Chinese territory. Given the past scuffles between China and Britain and the rising border tensions, the Admiralty had set up a convoy every three months to Reading in order to deliver supplies and pick up processed ore from the system. As a commander of a frigate in the RSN these kinds of tasks always seemed to fall to him.


  Sub Lieutenant Samson, who was manning the communications console of the bridge, turned to speak to his Sergeant. “Sir, Captain Turner is hailing us from Resolution.”


  As Lightfoot nodded Samson put the feed onto the main holo-display.  Impeccable as ever Lightfoot thought, as the captain appeared in front of him, though he was careful to keep his face impassive. Captain Turner was from a wealthy noble family back on Earth and he always seemed to be immaculately dressed and turned out no matter what the occasion or hour.


  “Commander,” he began, “it seems we have lost one of our charges again. The captain of the freighter Jackson has signaled to say that he picked up a shift space exit off his port bow. I’m sending you the coordinates now. No doubt someone made a miss calculation. I’m sure the freighter will start radiating heat as soon as they bring up their main drives, so it won’t take you long to find them. We’ll wait here with the rest of the convoy until you return.”


  Lightfoot replied with a simple, “Yes, sir,” before switching off the feed from Resolution and turning to his navigation officer. “Avery, do you have the coordinates?”


  “They’re coming through now,” Avery replied without turning around to directly address his commander.


  “Very well, take us there at eighty percent thrust,” Lightfoot ordered.


  Two hours later Surprise had opened up a distance of twenty light minutes from the rest of the convoy. They had just picked up the freighter on their thermal scanners and sent her a message ordering her to make for the convoy when a message arrived from Resolution.


  Sub Lieutenant Samson scanned over it before addressing his commander. “Sir, Resolution has just picked up a fleet dropping out of shift space. Based on the readings they obtained from the re-entry patterns they think they are Chinese. Resolution estimates there is a battleship, a battlecruiser, three heavy cruisers and at least thirty other ships that they can’t make out yet, though they think some are freighters. They are reporting one more, large vessel that they can’t identify. It isn’t a battleship, but it seems to be in the same mass range.”


  Lightfoot grimaced. Ordinarily the opportunity to see a Chinese fleet maneuvering would provide priceless intel. Yet, ideally, he would like to get the information while lying in stealth, not while escorting a convoy that would be lighting up every sensor within a light day. Britain and China might be at peace but being out in the open so far from home made him feel a little nervous. Not to mention the battleship. The Chinese only had one of the mammoth ships in their fleet. What was it doing out here?


  “Tactical, orient our optical and heat sensors toward these new comers. Let’s see what our Chinese friends are doing with themselves out here in the back end of nowhere.”


  It would take over fifty minutes for the heat and optical data to travel from the Chinese fleet to Surprise, twenty more than it would take to reach the convoy. Yet getting so much information back to the Admiralty and the Royal Space Navy Intelligence would be invaluable.
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  ABOARD THE CHINESE medium cruiser Yang Wei Captain Zu was just receiving a communication stream from his admiral. “Captain, you know the importance of our mission and the importance of secrecy. Those British ships cannot be allowed back to Earth. You command our fastest ship, I’m detaching the Yang Wei and her sister ship the Chao Yung. I want you and Captain Kuang to destroy that convoy. Don’t leave a single ship alive. I know you didn’t sign up for these kinds of missions, but it is essential the British do not learn our fleet was here. No word can be allowed to get back to Earth. I’m going to jump on to our next destination once we have charged our jump drives. You are to follow once you have finished here. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir, they will all be turned into space debris.”


  The admiral smiled as he clicked off the communication. He had handpicked his captains for this mission because he knew they would follow him no matter what. He had just ordered his subordinate to fire on friendly naval vessels and unarmored freighters and he hadn’t even blinked! Fifty years ago, such an order would have been unthinkable but the British were about to find out that things had changed in China. He knew the ultimate responsibility would fall on him for what was about to happen, but he did not care. That, he suspected, was why he had been chosen for this mission. His superiors knew he would do whatever it took to ensure China acquired the four habitable worlds they had discovered.
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  “SIR,” SUB LIEUTENANT Erickson said with alarm from his tactical station aboard Surprise, “two of the Chinese ships have gone to full acceleration. They are heading straight for the convoy.”


  Ordinarily ships could only be detected by the radiation they vented into space. They, therefore, did everything they could to prevent any radiation escaping but when it came to heat radiation it was almost impossible. With fusion reactors and impulse drives operating at even sixty percent a ship lit up in the cold dark expanse of space like a firework in the night’s sky back on Earth.


  However, as radiation only travels at the speed of light, ships were effectively limited to looking into the past. Over short distances this didn’t cause a problem but for anything over a light minute away it meant that a Sergeant was always reacting to what his opponent had done in the past.


  The only exception was when a ship wanted to use anything close to its full acceleration. The impulse drives human vessels used for traveling through normal space produced huge levels of acceleration. Yet, in doing so, they created gravimetric disturbances that could be picked up instantaneously over long distances.


  Cursing, Lightfoot brought up the feed from the gravimetric sensors on his own console. Erickson was right; the Chinese were heading straight for the convoy. He transferred the data to the main holo-display and let the computer crunch the numbers.


  Lightfoot swore even louder. The convoy had been slowly heading into the mass shadow of the Damang system as they waited for Surprise to locate the stray freighter. A system’s mass shadow was the area of space where the combined mass of the system’s star and planets produced enough of a gravimetric disturbance to prevent ships using their shift drives. The Chinese had come out of shift space right on the edge of the mass shadow; almost exactly at the same position the convoy had entered the system. Even if the freighters went full burn on their drives they couldn’t reach a safe place to enter shift space before the Chinese ships got within missile range. Knowing Captain Turner, he guessed what was about to happen next.


  “Sir,” Erickson called excitedly, “Resolution and Renown have gone to full military acceleration, they are heading straight for the two Chinese vessels.”


  Nodding, Lightfoot had to push down the urge to rebuke Erickson for his enthusiasm. The boy really needs to grow up, he thought to himself. Battle was never a thing to get excited about!


  Instead he asked, “And what are our charges doing?”


  “They are beginning to accelerate now. Wait. From their acceleration patterns it looks like they are scattering. Some are going for the mass shadow, others are diving into the system,” Erickson answered.


  “Have you been able to identify the two Chinese ships?”


  “The computer has a positive match now. Their acceleration rates are higher than anything we have ever seen from a Chinese ship before. They must be the new Yang Wei class. Only three have left the construction yards according to intelligence. One of them is bound to be the Yang Wei herself. ”


  Lightfoot ran the numbers in his head. Resolution and Renown could only put out a combined salvo of nine missiles. RNI estimated that the British missiles had better ECM capabilities than the Chinese but that wouldn’t make up for the disparity in numbers. The Chinese medium cruisers had thicker armor than Resolution, and combined, had a throw weight of twenty-two missiles.


  Turner was no fool. He must know the odds too. Lightfoot guessed he was hoping Renown’s armament would cause enough of a surprise to allow Resolution to get in close. All human warships were equipped with plasma cannons. Short ranged weapons, they shot out super-heated plasma bolts that could shred even valstronium armor. If Resolution could get into plasma range she could cripple both Chinese cruisers with a single salvo allowing the rest of the convoy to escape. Resolution would never survive the return fire, but she would go down fighting.


  Turning to First Lieutenant Cromwell, Lightfoot sought his opinion, “What do you make of all this?”


  “Well, sir,” he began, “it seems the Chinese don’t want us in this system, or at least they didn’t want us seeing that fleet of theirs. We’re too far away to come to Resolution’s aid but if those two ships blow through Resolution and Renown they’ll be coming straight for us. I’m sure they will have picked up our gravimetric signature too.”


  Lightfoot nodded solemnly. “Agreed. Unless there has been a declaration of war since we left Earth those ships don’t want us reporting back what we’ve seen. There’s no good reason for them to have a fleet all the way out here, even if we are at war. We can’t help Resolution so we’re going to have to think only of ourselves, as hard as that is. Getting this information back to the Admiralty could be more important than all the ships in our little convoy. Given how far into the system’s mass shadow we are I don’t think they’re going to let us get to use our jump drive, I do have a few ideas though.”


  Cromwell leaned in closer to his Sergeant to hear him outline his plan.
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  ABOARD THE Yang Wei, Zu was struggling to contain his anticipation. Both of the British warships were coming right for him. It would allow him to quickly dispatch them before the freighters and the other frigate could make their escape. “Hold fire until we enter optimal missile range,” he commanded.


  Zu knew the British had a slight advantage in missile range, but he was gambling they would not want to fire the first shot. There was no way his opponents could know what their fleet was doing out here and as there had been no declaration of war there was no reason for the British ships to risk a diplomatic incident by opening fire first. That said, it was obvious the two British combat ships knew their business. They were putting themselves right between his two cruisers and the freighters they had been escorting.


  Speaking to his bridge crew Zu began to bark out orders. “Contact the Chao Yung, I want them to prepare to fire on my mark. Spread the missiles between both ships.”


  Zu watched the range gradually drop. “Prepare to fire....Fire, missiles away.”


  As he shouted the command to fire, Zu found himself sitting at the edge of his command chair. It would take over five minutes for the gunners to reload the missile tubes, but he hoped that their first salvo would be enough to obliterate the British ships. With both pairs of ships accelerating toward each other it would only take another fifteen minutes for them to enter plasma cannon range. He smiled. He knew both British vessels would be space dust before then.


  “Impact in sixty seconds,” his weapons’ officer announced. “They still haven’t opened fire.”


  Dismissing his concern Zu leaned closer to the holo-display. At forty seconds out both British ships began to fire off counter missiles.


  Zu frowned. The frigate was putting out more than twice the amount of counter missiles intelligence said its class could. His twenty-two missiles had been reduced to ten. Then, in disbelief, Zu watched as the missiles entered the range of the close point-defense batteries and all but one of his missiles disappeared off the gravimetric sensor screen before they reached their targets. The final missile detonated close to the British light cruiser, but its gravimetric signal continued on strong.


  After a string of Chinese curse words Zu brought up the imagery of the battle. The two pairs of ships were so close now that he could almost watch the British counter missiles fire in real time. When the missiles were twenty seconds out, space around the both British ships lit up as they fired off their point-defense plasma cannons. Zu’s frown deepened. Along with the bursts from the plasma cannons there were other explosions. They looked like flak explosions he had seen from 20th century war films. Quickly Zu zoomed in on the frigate and let out a final curse. The frigate only had a single missile tube down its flank. Instead of the customary second one it had two large railguns mounted fore and aft.


  “A flak ship,” he shouted. “That frigate is a dedicated flak ship! They are firing some kind of exploding shell! Order the next salvo to be targeted on the frigate and fire immediately.” Flak ships hadn’t been used in hundreds of years of warfare, not since wet navies had duked it out with airplanes back on Earth. It had been deemed that space was just too big and the velocities involved just too great for exploding flak rounds to actually hit an incoming missile. The British had obviously found a way to bring the concept into space warfare and they had managed to keep it a secret too!


  Looking down Zu saw that they were just waiting for number three tube to report target locked. Moments later Yang Wei Zu shuddered as she fired her second salvo at the British.


  Almost as soon as the twenty-two Chinese missiles appeared on the gravimetric plot nine more appeared from the two British ships as they eventually returned fire.


  Zu almost didn’t notice as he was checking the distances between the two pairs of closing ships. He would have time for one more salvo before they entered plasma range. “Navigation, reduce us to ten percent thrust, we can’t let them use their plasma cannons.”


  Reducing their closing speed would give him time for another salvo before the British would get too close. With luck one extra salvo would do it. Zhu sat back and watched his missiles approach the enemy ships. He left defending his own to his subordinates. A Yang Wei class cruiser was designed to defend itself against incoming salvos of ten missiles; his two cruisers should handle the British missiles easily.


  One by one his missiles began to drop off the plot as British counter missiles intercepted them. Twelve made it through into close point-defense range. Again, they began to explode quicker than should have been possible yet not quickly enough. The frigate didn’t seem to be doing as good a job of destroying the missiles when they were headed straight for it.


  Two made it through and as they both dropped off the plot showing they had exploded, the British frigate dropped off as well. Looking quickly over to the visual sensors Zu was able to see both missiles penetrate the frigate before they turned it into an expanding ball of particles.


  Zu’s smile was immediately replaced with a startled snarl as the Bridge shook violently. “What was that?” he demanded.


  His first officer, who was responsible for the point-defense, replied in a concerned tone. “The British must have had a dedicated ECM missile in that salvo. Just before we began to fire counter missiles it activated and suddenly our sensors thought we were facing fifteen missiles rather than nine. The targeting computer didn’t have time to distinguish between them, so it targeted them all. One got through and got a proximity hit.”


  “Damage report?” Zu snapped.


  Again, the first officer had to speak up as no one else wanted to take responsibility. “We have lost some sensor blisters on our port side along with one missile tube and a counter missile emplacement. Engineering is reporting a fluctuation in engine number three; they have had to shut it down for now. Everything is at full functionality.”


  “We’ll soon have our revenge. Target the light cruiser and fire our next salvo when ready.” Zu growled in anger.


  Just then the gravimetric plot beeped to announce new contacts. Zu had to blink to make sure what he was seeing was real. The British had fired another salvo, only three minutes after their first.


  “Weapons, what’s going on?” Zu demanded.


  “Sir, I’m not sure. Wait, we’re getting active radar seekers from all nine missiles. I think they have gone into a rapid-fire mode. At this close range they aren’t trying to upload targeting data from their ship’s sensors. They are just pointing and firing them, letting the missiles lock on to us themselves.”


  Cursing Zu finally realized what the British had intended all along. They had never thought that they could make it to plasma cannon range. They had banked on their flak frigate getting them close enough to shift to their rapid-fire mode. One or both of his cruisers was about to take a hammering.


  Zu watched dispassionately as the British missiles zeroed in on his sister ship. Chao Yung managed to get off another coordinated salvo before the British missiles reached her. Again, they seemed to magically multiply on the sensors just before they entered counter missile range. All but two were destroyed. However, both proved to be real missiles not ECM illusions.


  Neither managed to directly hit the Chao Yung but both got proximity detonations. The blast waves washed over her, and she visibly shook on the holo-display as Zu watched. Moments later damage reports came across from the other ship. She had lost most of her external sensor nodes and sixty percent of her point-defense capability. Her stabilizing thrusters were in disarray and Zu watched as she began to roll slowly.


  His weapons’ officer brought his mind back to the fight. “Sir, our missile salvo is about to enter counter missile range.”


  Zu looked back to the main holo-display showing the progress of his missiles. There was no sign of any counter missile fire. Then the plot erupted with eight more contacts. The British had managed to get off another salvo!


  Just as he released a sigh of relief when he saw the missiles were going for Chao Yung and not his ship, the British light cruiser erupted into a fireball. In delaying their counter missile fire to fire their own salvo of anti-ship missiles they had sealed their fate. The light cruiser had only knocked out seven missiles before the rest of his third salvo vaporized it. Yet she would have the last say in this engagement. Reluctantly Zu forced himself to watch as eight missiles closed in on the damaged Chao Yung.


  #
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  BACK ON BOARD Surprise there was a groan as first one and then both of the gravimetric readings from Resolution and Renown dropped off the plot. There was a muted cheer when one of the Chinese medium cruisers quickly followed but as the final cruiser re-oriented itself toward Surprise all eyes turned toward Lightfoot.


  “You all know my plan by now. We can’t hope to stand up to a single medium cruiser even if she took some damage from Resolution. Cromwell, signal the freighter and tell them we are going ahead with the plan.”


  As Lightfoot turned back to the main holo-display he watched as one by one the other freighters that had been with Resolution dropped off the plot, a clear sign that missiles from the Chinese cruiser had caught each of them.


  On cue the remaining freighter, the one they had been sent to find, dumped all its cargo and went to full burn on its engines. They were heading toward the mass shadow at an angle that would give them the best chance of escaping into shift space. The plot on the holo-display updated to show that the Chinese cruiser would still catch the freighter before she could make her jump. Yet there would only be minutes to spare. Clearly the cruiser had taken some damage in the skirmish with Resolution as she was only producing ninety percent of the acceleration she had before.


  If Surprise could delay the cruiser, even just for a couple of minutes, it might give the freighter time to escape. At least that was what Lightfoot wanted the Chinese captain to think. In reality there was no way the freighter could sneak all the way back to Earth through Chinese space. It was just not designed with the stealth capabilities required for such a task.


  As soon as the cruiser entered maximum range Surprise opened fire. Unlike the Renown she was not a flak frigate and so could bring two missile tubes to bear on the enemy cruiser. Her slight missile range advantage allowed her to get off three salvos before the cruiser was able to open fire. Surprise only carried one of the new advanced ECM missiles. The crew had whooped for joy when it managed to confuse the cruiser enough to let the second missile of the first salvo score a proximity hit. However, the joy was short lived as the cruiser flew through the explosion and relentlessly kept on coming. With Surprise now running at full speed away from the cruiser she was almost able to keep the range open enough to stay ahead of her pursuer, however, even damaged the cruiser had a slightly greater acceleration rate and, eventually, was able to get into attack range.


  As the Chinese ship opened fire Commander Lightfoot turned to his first lieutenant. “Is everything in place?”


  “Engineering has just reported in, sir,” Cromwell confirmed, “The warheads on all the missiles are keyed to detonate on your command.”


  “Very good. We’re going to have to cut this very close so tell everyone to secure themselves into the emergency harnesses.”


  Lightfoot looked away from the lieutenant, trusting him to ready the crew. They hadn’t been idle as Resolution and Renown had fought for their lives. From the destruction of Resolution, it had taken the Chinese cruiser over four hours to catch up with Surprise. In that time Lightfoot had ordered the cargo bay and some of the surrounding superstructure to be cut away from the rest of the hull. Only a few key struts were still holding it in place.


  All the missiles but those needed for the mock engagement with the cruiser had been removed from their magazines and were now being towed behind Surprise. They were all set to detonate simultaneously. With any luck the Chinese would mistake the explosion for their fusion reactors overloading. That was the plan at least.


  As the Chinese ship entered range, ten missiles shot out toward Surprise. Lightfoot returned fire moments later to keep up the pretense of trying to land a knockout blow. The missiles were timed to reach the Chinese cruiser just as Surprise was going to detonate her towed missiles. Not for the first time Lightfoot prayed their missiles would disrupt the Chinese sensors enough for them to buy the fake reactor overload.


  As the Chinese missiles entered counter missile range Lightfoot keyed the ship-wide communications. “Everyone hold on, this is going to be a rough ride.”


  He watched the holo-display as one, two, three and then four missiles were knocked out by the counter missiles. Then the point-defense plasma cannons opened up. Two more missiles exploded taking direct hits. Four more still bore down on Surprise.


  Five seconds from impact the missiles accelerated to attack velocity. Just as they went into overdrive Lightfoot hit the switch, telling the towed missiles to detonate. At the same time the charges on the remaining struts holding the cargo bay in place detonated and the ventral maneuvering thrusters went full burn for one second.


  Behind Surprise a massive fireball erupted as fifteen thermonuclear warheads exploded. Everything on the bridge went dark as the explosion disrupted power across the ship. Two of the Chinese missiles dived straight into the expanding fireball and exploded, adding their nuclear power to the detonation. The other two had their seeker heads fried by the intense radiation given off and shot off into space, tracking nothing.


  Lightfoot had been knocked momentarily unconscious by the g-forces caused as the explosion shook Surprise. As he came to he immediately looked around him to see if his crew was all right. Everyone looked more than a little shaken up, but they were all in one piece.


  “Tactical,” he began, trying to keep the shaking he felt inside him from reaching his voice. “What is our status?”


  It took the sub lieutenant almost a minute to get his console up and running again and to find all the relevant information. “Sir, it appears your plan worked. We are on a ballistic trajectory with a twelve-degree rotation. All our engines are shut down and all nonessential equipment has been turned off. Our valstronium armor has been seriously fried by that explosion but most of the engines seem to be in working order. We won’t know for sure until we try to fire them back up.”


  “Very good, Lieutenant,” Lightfoot said with a smile. “And what is our Chinese friend doing?”


  Again, the sub lieutenant spent over a minute checking his console before replying. “Sir, most of our passive sensors have been badly damaged but it looks like he’s still heading for the freighter.”


  “Even better,” Lightfoot said as his smile grew into a grin.
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  ZU FINALLY ALLOWED himself to relax. He had been worried that this second frigate would be a flak frigate like the first. If he had been forced to spend too long hammering another flak frigate into submission the last freighter might have managed to escape. Now his sensor officer assured him that the frigate was a tumbling ball of wreckage.


  After reading through the damage reports from the last near miss he stared at the holo-display watching the distance count down to the remaining freighter. Ten minutes and he would be able to blow it to pieces. He was already beginning to compose his report to the admiral, focusing on the successes of the mission and all the valuable intel he had managed to get about British battle tactics. Hopefully that would be enough to gloss over the loss of his sister ship.


  Suddenly the sensors officer brought him back to reality. “Captain Zu!” she frantically called, “I’m picking up an energy spike from the wreckage of the frigate.”


  “Show me the visuals immediately.” Zu demanded. He had a sinking feeling as the wreckage came up on the holo-display. The frigate was slowly rotating and even as he watched its main plasma cannon came into view. Quicker than he imagined possible it traversed to track his cruiser and opened fire.


  Before Zu could call out any orders the twin plasma bolts covered the distance between the two ships and blew through the valstronium armor of his cruiser. By chance they managed to knock out the communication links between the bridge and the central firing control for the cruiser’s plasma cannons. The order to RETURN fire never made it to Yang Wei’s weapons’ officer.


  Within seconds two more plasma bolts ravaged the Yang Wei and then two more burst right through the ship causing her to explode in one more dramatic fireball.
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    Chapter 2


    


  

Command
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    Some say the roots of our Empire date back to the English Monarchy that arose after 1066. Whilst this is disputed, certainly the Empire can trace its development back to the rise of the English nobility after the period in Earth history known as The Troubles.



    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  



  21 NOVEMBER, 2464 AD | HMS DRAKE | IN SHIFT SPACE BEYOND THE CAMBRIDGE SYSTEM


  Commander James Somerville sat in a dark mahogany desk chair. He was in his private office adjacent to his sleeping quarters. His feet were resting upon the matching desk with little regard for its age or quality. With a stretch he pushed on the desk and tilted his chair unto its back legs as he turned the page of the old-style book he was reading.


  To anyone not associated with the pomp of the British nobility the scene would have seemed comical. On one hand the archaic wooden furniture and paper book sharply contrasted with both the modern styling of the captain’s quarters and the modern synthetic Royal Space Navy uniform. Pure black boots met tightly fitted white trousers, which ran up to be overlapped by the blue tunic James wore. The tunic had two lines of decorative buttons up the middle, both sets were yellow, identifying James as a captain of a starship. On his right shoulder was a single yellow star displaying James’s rank as that of Sergeant in the RSN.


  Both the desk and collection of old-style books had been a gift from his uncle upon his posting to command HMS Drake. While he had little respect for the value of the desk and matching chairs, either financial or sentimental, the old-style paper books had grown on him.


  After a year of the monotony of deep space exploration, James had turned to the books as a last desperate attempt to hold back the depression he felt creeping upon him. Commanding a survey ship in the RSN was not the constant high paced life of discovery and excitement the news reports and novels on the datanet made out. The books had at least been an escape for the last year.


  Ever since the discovery of the shift drive, the spacefaring powers had been rushing to explore and map the dark matter that hung between the stars. The shift drive gave a vessel the ability to create a gravimetric anomaly around itself that allowed it to enter shift space. Entering shift space catapulted a vessel to speeds greatly exceeding the speed of light and so opened up the stars to humanity, with one catch.


  The anomaly couldn’t be opened in close proximity to other large gravimetric sources. Stars, planets, asteroids and of course dark matter, prevented the formation of the gravimetric anomaly or caused vessels already in shift space to revert to real space, often with catastrophic results. Scientists estimated that upwards 84.5 percent of the galaxy’s mass consisted of dark matter. Thus, this dark matter, strewn between the stars in nebula like formations, limited the scope of humanity’s expansion into space. It was the job of HMS Drake and the 150 other survey craft in the RSN to survey the dark matter nebulas and map out potential shift drive passages.


  After taking command of HMS Drake Commander Somerville had been tasked with exploring deep space around Cambridge. One of the most recently settled colonies of the growing British colonial empire, Cambridge bordered Chinese space. As a result, there was a likely chance that a shift drive passage could be found linking British controlled space and Chinese. If such a passage could be found then the opportunities for trade would explode exponentially, both for the British Merchant Navy and for independent corporations.


  On the face of it, James realized his posting was a prestigious one. At twenty-seven he was the youngest Sergeant in the RSN, he had been given one of the newest survey ships in the navy and assigned to a key sector that could shape the future of the British colonies over the coming decades.  However, he knew better and this knowledge, coupled with the monotony of deep space exploration had slowly been wearing him down.


  Back on Earth the British nobility was a focal point for the general population. Their surge in power after the Meccan Incident and the subsequent Solar Expansion Period had thrust them back into the political and economic limelight. Despite over three hundred years having passed this relationship had not changed. The general populace looked to the nobility as a spring of hope for the future and yet also as a source of entertainment and even a punching bag when things went wrong. While once the monarchy had largely been the sole focus of the media’s attention now the entire nobility shared that privilege. Their business transactions, marriages, affairs, births and countless other activities had become the drama the British populace loved.


  The result was that the nobility themselves had embraced their role as the custodians of the values and hopes of the British population. What had started out, as a patriotic opportunity to increase their power and wealth, became the altruistic fixation of the British nobility. The vast majority of the nobility had followed King William VI’s call to invest in solar real estate. In droves they had sold off their Earth holdings in order to finance Britain’s expansion into space, believing William rightly saw the future of the British nation in space. If the future was there then so too were the profits.


  However, they also followed William’s example in giving fair wages to all workers and fast promotion tracks to those who excelled in their various responsibilities. As a result, the nobility provided the means for vast numbers of the British population to drag themselves out of poverty and into space. In this way the nobility contributed significantly to the reestablishment of the British identity after the Meccan Incident. This in turn led to the nobility becoming the focus of the public eye and over time an uneasy relationship developed.


  The nobility knew they needed the popular support of the British people. Both to keep parliament on their side and to ensure there was a constant stream of patriotic volunteers for the RSN, its merchant fleet or for the various space and planetary colonies and industrial nodes the nobility had significant financial stakes in. As a result, the nobility had to present a patriotic idealized face to the public if their position in society was to remain and so James Patrick William Somerville, Duke of Beaufort, found himself commanding a RSN survey ship over sixty light years from Earth.


  Banishing thoughts of London’s high life James turned another page of his book. He enjoyed the rough feeling of the paper under his fingers and the weight of the book in his hand. Letting out a sigh he savored the moment. He allowed his free hand to return to twirling the long sideburns he had grown to match the latest trends in London. At least it was the latest trend when he had left two years ago!


  When he had turned to the old-style books as a distraction he had raced through the first couple, flicking the pages in annoyance at the hassle but now each moment was precious. Turning the page allowed his mind to take in what he had just read or to just wonder aimlessly depending on his mood. This book was the last in the collection his uncle had given him.


  His uncle he knew had a vast array of ancient paper books, possibly the largest outside the British Library. Giving James thirty of them had been a major gift. Smirking, James knew that the term gift was too generous for his uncle’s actions. All the books had been twentieth century novels depicting the life and times of British naval officers. The colonial wars of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century between Britain, France and Spain and the subsequent Napoleonic war had made for an exciting time in the navy.


  Generous may have been going too far but manipulative may not. Idealized and overblown the characters and feats of some of the heroes couldn’t possibly have been realistic. Yet James had to concede the novels might have, at least partially, had their intended effect. After a year engrossed in the novels James wanted to be a hero. He wanted to emulate the men in his fantasies - if for no other reason than to allow him a route back into the high life of the nobility. For if the public embraced him as a hero, he would have to be readmitted into the inner circles of the nobility and once there his real desire would be within grasp.


  Secretly James had to admit his desires had widened just a little. He wanted to be a hero in his own right. The characters from his uncle’s novels were inspiring, even if they were all fictitious.


  Yet being a hero or returning to London just seemed to be a pipe dream. Command of a survey ship wasn’t the place to cover oneself in a cloud of glory nor had there been a shooting war between the major space faring nations in over twenty-five years. James could feel the old depression welling up inside him. This was the last novel in his collection and his source of escape was about to end.


  Before he could begin the next page his comm’s unit beeped. Tapping the control panel James’s annoyance at being interrupted showed in his sharp, “Yes?”


  “Commander,” Sub Lieutenant Fisher began after a pause that showed her nervousness about disturbing her commander, “we seem to have reached the end of this shift passage, it’s a dead-end, sir.”


  “OK, I’ll be out momentarily”


  James tapped the comms’ unit rather aggressively before he stood to make his way to the bridge. Lieutenant Fisher’s nervousness irritated him. He had been on the ship for over two years now and she was still not used to being round a member of the nobility. The RSN was one of the few places where the nobility and commoners interacted freely on equal terms. Acceptance into the RSN lunar academy was solely on ability and at least theoretically, advancement worked along the same lines.


  Yet after two years Lieutenant Fisher still hadn’t overcome her awe at his presence. He knew he couldn’t entirely blame her of course. For a greater part of her childhood his family had been making the headlines in the British news outlets and reporters had been the bane of his life. As a commoner from a poor family he knew Fisher had grown up fixated on the nobility.  Now, in many ways she had found herself face to face with a larger than life character.


  On top of that he couldn’t be the easiest commander to serve under. He was the Duke of Beaufort after all. He should be spending his time amongst the most powerful of the nobility not skulking around in unexplored space in a small tin can. His irritability and occasional outbursts of anger may have just as easily been the source of her nervousness, he conceded, as he walked from his private quarters onto the bridge.


  Upon entering the bridge James walked over to the sensors station where Sub Lieutenant Fisher sat in front of a large holographic display. Currently it was displaying a large worm like protrusion through space. The minor shift passage they had been exploring for the last week. The display said that it was just under half a light year long as it wound its way through the dark matter twisting and turning as it went. James grimaced. It would take a considerable amount of time to work their way back to the main passage they had been exploring for the last six months.


  Reaching over Fisher’s shoulders James shifted the view of the display to zoom out. The main passage came into view. Like the minor passage they had just explored it twisted and turned through space. However, unlike their minor passage it had many offshoots. Civilians often likened such a display to the roots of a tree. Typically, when they occurred, main passages through the dark matter between the stars were large and somewhat like a cylinder in shape. Each of these main passages had numerous smaller minor passages snaking off them.


  More often than not both the minor passages and main passages led to dead ends but occasionally they intersected with the dark matter vacuums created by stars. Within these vacuums, sometimes up to a light week in radius, no dark matter existed. Where the passages through the dark matter in deep space intersect with these bubbles a starship could enter shift space and traverse through the passage to a new star. One end of the main passage James was looking at led back to the Cambridge system. For the other end, the navigational data ended near the minor passage they were currently located in - still waiting to be explored.


  Switching the display back to where Fisher had set it, James studied their minor passage more closely.  “How long will it take us to get back to the main passage?” he asked Fisher.


  “Four hours forty-seven minutes, sir,” Fisher replied as she looked up at him.


  James had to repress a smile. It was a fact he liked to keep quiet back on Earth, but he had done quite well in his RSN lunar academy exams, being seen as a swot amongst his nobility friends would have badly damaged his reputation.  His subsequent postings as a sub lieutenant and as a third lieutenant aboard HMS Prestige had further enhanced his talents.


  Obviously the last two years of boredom had not completely dulled his wits. With just a visual inspection he had estimated it would take at least four hours and thirty-five minutes to get back to the main passage. Not bad for a commander who had spent the last two years skirting the thin line into alcoholism. Strictly banned from the RSN it wasn’t hard for a ship’s commander to rewrite his personal food processing unit to create various beverages and then delete the records from its core. Twelve minutes off wasn’t a bad estimate from a solely visual inspection.


  Theoretically the shift drive greatly reduced the time to travel through space. Yet this was only true where the passages through the dark matter were straight. Entering shift space catapulted a vessel at great speeds in a single direction. However, once in shift space this direction couldn’t be changed. To change direction a ship had to leave shift space, re-orient itself and re-enter shift space. To traverse back down the minor passage they were in, HMS Drake would have to make four directional adjustments to compensate for the various twists in the passage. Between jumps it would take thirty minutes to charge the capacitors on the shift drive, thus to cover a distance that would take approximately two hours and forty-five minutes in shift space would instead take the four hours and forty-seven minutes Fisher had reported.


  “OK, send your data over to the navigational station.” James said as he strolled over to Sub Lieutenant Hanson. Determined to start to break down some of the walls he had allowed to build between himself and his crew, after all, that is what the heroes in his books did wasn’t it? James placed his hand on Sub Lieutenant Hanson’s shoulder. To his credit, the sub lieutenant didn’t jump.


  “Lieutenant Hanson, I want you to plot Fisher’s course back to the main passage and as soon as the capacitors finish charging from our last jump, take us out of here.”


  “Yes, sir.” Hanson eagerly replied.


  Looking over to Sub Lieutenant Graham, James called to him. “Prepare a communication drone to send back to Cambridge. Once we revert back to the main passage you can dispatch it with the details of this latest dead end we have discovered, and prepare a message to send to Lieutenant Gupta, I want her on the Bridge when we reach the main passage. I’m going to retire for the night.”


  Sub Lieutenant Graham nodded to show he understood. Typically, an RSN ship had five sub lieutenant positions, Communications, Sensors, Navigation, Tactical and Defense. This meant the larger starships had upwards of fifteen sub lieutenants onboard, five for each of the three watches.


  However, Drake had only nine, one for each watch in Communications, Sensors and Navigation. Tactical and Defense were not deemed worth wasting a sub lieutenant on for a survey ship that was not designed to see action.


  As a result, posting to a survey ship was highly sought after by sub lieutenants. Regulations stated that a sub lieutenant couldn’t be considered for promotion until they had served at each station for at least a year. The lack of a dedicated tactical and defense watch meant that the other sub lieutenants could fill in on these positions on their off hours and so increase their clocked station hours.


  In reality though simply clocking the required five years was a minimum requirement for promotion into the senior lieutenant ranks. The RSN largest ships were the Reliant class battlecruisers and regulations stipulated there be a maximum of five senior lieutenants. With up to fifteen sub lieutenants per ship throughout all the classes in the RSN there was a tight bottleneck that ensured only the stand out sub lieutenants progressed up the command tree.


  And this turned James’ thoughts back to HMS Drake’s second lieutenant, Georgia Ashan Gupta. A second-generation emigrant from India, Lieutenant Gupta had served on HMS Drake since she was commissioned eight years ago. From his files and from slightly illegal searches of the datanet James had carried out before they left Earth, he found out that Gupta’s family had left New India to escape the strictly enforced caste system. When the previous captain of Drake had been promoted two years ago Gupta had been his natural successor to take over command. James knew that his whirlwind promotion from third lieutenant to commander must smack of favoritism and the caste system Gupta’s family emigrated to escape.


  Under the circumstances Gupta’s barely hidden hatred of James was understandable and James certainly hadn’t done anything to ease the situation. When he had first assumed command, James had been too caught up in his own troubles to care for a subordinate’s misunderstandings about the inner workings of the nobility. As a result, their relationship had only soured as the months had rolled on.


  A solution had dawned on James a few months ago and his mood brightened up as he considered it again. Drake was scheduled for a maintenance cycle in three months and this would hopefully take them either to Britannia or Earth. Either way he could write a glowing recommendation of Gupta’s abilities and with luck get her reassigned before the end of the cycle. Nodding to himself James turned to walk off the bridge to his quarters. In mid step he turned back to Sub Lieutenant Hanson.


  “Lieutenant, as you are plotting our course back to the main passage you have the Bridge, so take care of my ship.”


  This time James was unable to hide a smile from the bridge crew. Typically, the sub lieutenant in charge of sensors took command of the bridge in a survey ship if the commander or the second lieutenant wasn’t present. The look of shock on Hansen’s face had been worth the slight risk to his ship. Hanson was the least experienced sub lieutenant on board and this would be his first time commanding the ship. But James knew Fisher would be double checking everything Hanson did so there wasn’t really a risk – and everyone had to start somewhere.


  As he walked out of the bridge James couldn’t help adding, “Oh and, Lieutenant, I want you to plan out the next few jumps further into the main passage. You and Lieutenant Gupta can go over the details when she arrives on the bridge.”
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    Chapter 3


    


  

Discovery
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    Analysis of the available records indicates that it took an average of twenty million hours of exploration to discover a new habitable world. Given the available survey ships each major power had during the first expansion era it meant that on average one planet was being discovered every five years. Anything more than that usually brought a dramatic shift in the delicate balance that was the First Interstellar Expansion Era. 

    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  22NOVEMBER, 2464 AD | HMS Drake  | The Void


  James woke to a loud beeping noise coming from directly above his head. Groggily he reached up and banged around on the wall until he hit the built-in overhead comm’s unit.


  “Yes,” he stuttered as he shaded his eyes from the comms’ unit’s display with his free hand, “what is it?”


  “Sir,” Lieutenant Gupta’s voice came across the speaker with no hint of remorse for waking her commander, “I think you better get up here.”


  “OK, I’ll be there in a minute,” James replied as he swung his legs out of the bed. It was strange. Gupta usually avoided him at all costs, which meant that any communications came through a sub lieutenant. Why was Gupta waking him up personally? Did she just take a strange delight in knowing she had disturbed her commander’s rest or was there a real problem?


  Two minutes later James strode onto the bridge in his hastily donned uniform. After glancing at the clock, he reckoned he had managed four hours of sleep. He had finished his novel before turning in, Drake must have made it back to the main passage and Sub Lieutenant Hanson’s planned exploration jumps should have been well underway.


  “So, what’s going on this fine morning?” James addressed the bridge crew on watch. Looking around, he noticed that Gupta had ordered Tactical and Defense manned by sub lieutenants. Something was obviously up so he turned to Gupta and waited expectantly.


  Meeting her commander’s eye Gupta began. “Once we got back to the main passage we began a series of micro jumps further into the passage as you ordered.”


  James nodded. A micro jump typically lasted no more than two minutes. It was standard practice for a survey ship to survey and map out the dark matter within sensor range then micro jump to the edge of its sensor range. There it would survey and map the new dark matter in range before completing another jump. Exploring shift passages was a simple, yet tedious and time consuming, combination of micro jumps and sensor sweeps.


  “After the fourth jump our sensors could only detect dark matter out to a range of 0.005 light-years. We thought you might want to be on the bridge for this,” Gupta said with a rare smile.


  “A galactic bubble?” James asked with a strong hint of sarcasm.


  Scientists had theorized that bubbles should exist in the dark matter. If all of the Milky Way was as full of dark matter as the space humanity had explored then the galaxy should mass twenty percent more than it did. The upshot of this was that there should be significantly large pockets of space completely devoid of dark matter. But the galaxy was a big place and finding one was a dream more than an expectation. For all humanity knew, these bubbles wouldn’t intersect shift passages and so would never be discovered anyway.


  “Show me on the holo-display,” James commanded as he sat in the command chair Gupta had just vacated.


  In front of him a large 3D projection of the main passage they had been exploring appeared. The passage now extended 0.03 light-years beyond the minor passage they had found to be a dead end. Drake’s sensors could detect and map dark matter up to 0.01 light-years and so four micro jumps typically revealed just under 0.04 light-year’s worth of shift passage. Where the passage should have continued along in its cylinder like shape the edges instead tapered off, curving out away from the center of the main passage. Its shape certainly looked like the outer edge of a roughly oval bubble.


  “Navigation, how long until we can make our next jump?” James asked.


  “Fourteen minutes, sir,” Sub Lieutenant Becket replied. She was a petite blonde who seemed to love all things to do with Drake’s engines. When she wasn’t on duty on the bridge she seemed to spend as much time with the chief engineer as on her studies.


  “OK, Navigation, plot us a course right to the end of the shift passage, put us right at the edge of whatever this is. If we still can’t detect anything then we really may have a dark matter bubble on our hands, ladies and gentlemen,” James said with a grin.


  The next fourteen minutes were spent in near total silence as everyone on the bridge watched the clock count down on the capacitors for the jump drive. When the clock hit zero Hansen looked over at his commander. James nodded, and Hanson initiated the jump.


  The jump would take them a further 0.01 light-years along the passage and would take two minutes to complete at their current velocity through shift space. Theoretically they could reach greater speeds as the velocity attained was a simple equation of the energy discharged into the shift drive from the capacitors divided by the mass of the ship. Drake couldn’t reduce her mass, but the capacitors were designed to hold twenty percent more energy than was necessary to make the slowest jump into shift space. But, as it took longer to charge the extra twenty percent than it did to complete the current jump, there was no need to waste time waiting for the extra charge from the fusion engines.


  Exactly two minutes later the shift drive shut down, dumping HMS Drake back into normal space. Immediately the sensors began to update the map of the dark matter around the ship.


  Sub Lieutenant Fisher gasped. A few seconds later James saw why. When the holo-display in front of him updated with the same data Fisher was already seeing he too almost gasped. As far as the Drake’s sensors could see, the dark matter continued to curve away from the apparent end of the shift passage. What’s more, its curvature seemed to be consistent, implying that the dark matter continued to curve out, forming a bubble-like shape.


  James thought to himself that the scientists might be right after all. But before everyone on the bridge got carried away he spoke up. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. Navigation, I want to make a couple of jumps along the edge of the dark matter and see how far this curvature continues. We don’t know yet if it is uniform all the way around or if this is only a small abnormality.”


  “Aye, sir.” Hanson replied and began to input the new commands.


  “Gupta, I want you and Fisher to estimate the size of the dark matter bubble based on extending our current projections. Work out how many systems fall into the bubble and begin long range scans of them. Cross reference your data with the interstellar data we have from Earth.”


  From Earth it was possible to detect planets orbiting distant stars, but the science was imprecise. Small planets could be missed, and estimations of the detected planet’s orbital paths were just that, estimations. Drake would be able to pick up much more information on the nearby systems but only a survey from within each system would reveal all its secrets.


  As Gupta and Hanson began to whisper together, James settled deeper into his command chair to wait. This was the life of a captain of a survey ship. A few short bursts of orders followed by long periods of tedious waiting. Realistically, a student back at the RSN lunar academy could do his job. In a main or minor passage all he did was order Drake to micro jump along the center of the passage. Navigation and sensors would do the rest as they worked together to map out the passages and keep Drake in the center of the twisting turning tunnels through the dark matter. Even here, on the edge of one of humanity’s most exciting discoveries, all he really had to do was sit around waiting and watching as others worked.


  One hour forty-five minutes and three micro jumps later James gathered all his commissioned officers into the tactical room. The tactical room was simply a large holo-display with a series of seats arranged around it. Each seat was fitted with the same command and control functions as the tactical stations on the bridge. This way all the participants in a briefing could manipulate the holo-display and project their plans and tactics for all to see.


  “I’ve brought you all here because I want input from everyone,” James began. “This is the first time we have ever encountered a dark matter bubble and so all your thoughts will be useful.”


  “Lieutenant Fisher, talk us through your findings so far,” James said as he sat down in his seat. His sitting was a cue for everyone else to sit and so eight of the sub lieutenants and Second Lieutenant Gupta took their seats. Gupta was the only senior officer on board, as survey frigates were only appointed a second lieutenant and a commander to oversee the rest of the crew.


  Fisher remained on her feet as she manipulated the main input for the holo-display. “At the moment we have called the dark matter bubble the Void for lack of any other suggestions. From our micro jumps around the edge of the Void it does seem that it forms an almost perfect sphere.”


  On the holo-display a large sphere appeared in front of her audience. This was followed by the main shift passage they had been exploring and a data point indicating that it would take just under three days to travel back along the shift passage to the Cambridge system. Next, a series of black and yellow dots appeared, interspaced throughout the Void. Finally, a dotted line started at the point where the shift passage to Cambridge began, it passed through the center of the Void and ended at the opposite end. The data projected along the line indicated that the Void had a diameter of approximately twelve light-years.


  “As you can see there are fifty-six solar systems within the void. Initial scans from Earth indicated that five of these systems contained planets within the goldilocks range. Lieutenant Gupta and I are pleased to confirm that four of these systems do indeed contain such planets.” At this point Fisher could no longer maintain her professionalism. “We have really done it,” she said with a beaming smile, “we have actually found four habitable systems!”


  This was met with cheers and whoops from the other sub lieutenants. So far the British survey fleet had only found eight habitable worlds in over two hundred years of exploration. It was an explorer’s dream to find a colonizable world. It was pure fantasy to imagine finding four!


  Added to this was the prospect of prize money. The Admiralty offered a prize of a million credits per crew member to any ship that discovered a habitable world that resulted in a British colony. For two of the sub lieutenants this wasn’t a great sum of money. Sub Lieutenant Hanson came from a rich shipping family while Sub Lieutenant Robson was from a noble family who had a considerable stake in the Oxford colony. But for the rest of the sub lieutenants, a million credits was a sum to balk at. Fifty years on a sub lieutenant’s pay wouldn’t even stretch to a million credits and the Admiralty didn’t skimp when it came to salaries; they wanted to attract the best.


  Shouting over the cheers James attempted to bring the meeting back on track.  “How have you labeled each of the planets, Lieutenant Fisher?”


  Fisher blushed at her earlier exuberance but a single tap at her console brought up a list of numbers beside each of the black and yellow dots. “We have designated each of the systems V1 through to V56. As you can see the four yellow dots represent the systems with colonizable worlds; V2, V17, V31 and V48 respectively.”


  Nodding James continued his questioning.  “Assuming your projection about the Void being a sphere is correct how long would it take us to survey the Voids outer edges and confirm them?”


  Fisher looked back down at her command console as she typed a number of keys. “Just over three months, sir,” she answered.


  “And how long would it take us to survey all the solar systems, assuming we can reach them all?”


  Again, Fisher looked down at her console. “Approximately sixty-four days, sir.”


  “OK,” James looked around the briefing room, “Suggestions anyone?”


  Becket was the first to speak up. “Surely we can’t spend the next three and a half months out here surveying the entire Void. Anything could happen to us in here and if it did it could take the admiralty months or even a year or two to send another survey ship up the shift passage from Cambridge.”


  Sub Lieutenant O’Rourke countered her argument. “But if we go back to the Admiralty now what are we supposed to tell them? We think this Void is real? We think there are four colonizable worlds out here?”


  Becket looked as if she was about to respond but instead she folded her arms and began to look around the room, happy to let someone else speak up.


  Fisher chimed in with her thoughts. “Whatever we do, surely telling the Admiralty has to be our priority. What we have discovered is a game changer. Four habitable worlds, all within a few hours travel of each other, not to mention another fifty-two systems that may provide all sorts of useful resources. The Admiralty will want to know about this as soon as possible so that they can factor it into their long-term plans.”


  James slowly eyed each sub lieutenant. Tapping his fingers on the armrest of his seat he was happy to let the open conversation continue.


  Hanson was staring at the ground but as James looked at him he brought his head up. “What about the territorial borders. How close is the Void to British and Chinese space?”


  Gupta smiled and reached over to the controls on her seat. After a second, two colored bands ran across the holo-display. Each band dissected the Void, splitting it into three.


  James watched Gupta’s smile and wondered if she had caught onto what he was doing. After reviewing Gupta and Fisher’s data James had already decided what his next course of action was. This meeting was simply an opportunity to let the sub lieutenants flex their wits and decision-making abilities in a real situation.


  Sub Lieutenant Hansen had just asked the million-dollar question. What would the Chinese do if they found out about the Void? Or maybe they had already discovered it! The red band on the display representing space that fell under Chinese influence covered roughly one tenth of the Void. Only two of the solar systems fell into the band, neither of which contained a habitable world. The blue band representing British controlled space covered about fifteen percent of the Void. However, twenty-three systems fell into the band two of which contained planets within the goldilocks zone.


  When the two bands appeared on the holo-display Hanson nodded his head. “I’m not an expert in Chinese relations but the longer we take to report this to the UN’s Interplanetary Committee the more of an uproar the Chinese will make. If they even suspect we tried to keep this from them there’ll be trouble.”


  Nodding, James stood up to take over the briefing. As he did so Fisher sat down. “He’s right, you all know there has been no love lost between us and the Chinese over the last few decades. Getting this information back to the Admiralty is of paramount importance. They can decide if and when they want to tell the UN, but we should at least give them the opportunity to do so as soon as possible.”


  Looking over at O’Rourke, James lifted his fingers in recognition. “Of course, we want to be able to actually report some concrete findings to the Admiralty so here is what I propose.”


  Stepping over to the main control station James tapped a single command to upload the plan he had already formulated. “We will survey the four habitable planets and bring back a full report on each to the Admiralty. They’ll need that much data if they are going to register the planets with the UN. So, we’ll start with V2 then jump to V17. Once we have finished there I propose we jump out to the predicted edge of the Void that is diametrically opposite the shift passage back to Cambridge. If the Void is a perfect sphere confirming its other end should be enough for the Admiralty for now. Then we’ll work our way back, surveying V31 and V48 before we head for home.”


  James looked over to his second in command. “Lieutenant Gupta, do you have anything you think we should add?”


  “Yes, sir,” Gupta began. “I would suggest we enter each system under stealth. If the Chinese have already found a shift passage that leads to the Void there’re not likely to take kindly to visitors. Especially if they have neglected to inform anyone else about their discovery,” she responded.


  “Agreed,” James replied. Begrudgingly he had to acknowledge Gupta had a point. “You, Hanson and Thirlwall plot our next jumps and prepare the ship for stealth mode.” Thirlwall was scheduled to take over Navigation from Hanson for the next watch. With long thick curly brown hair, she always seemed to be attracting the stares of the male sub lieutenants. Yet their attention never seemed to register with her. Instead, like Fisher, she seemed to have a little too much interest in her commander – in James’ humble opinion at least.


  “And I want Tactical and Defense fully manned until we are back in the shift passage heading for Cambridge.”


  Strolling out of the tactical briefing room James made his way to his quarters. The capacitors would have another handful of minutes before they fully charged. That and the hour it would take to reach V2 would give him time to start his report to the Admiralty.


  Minutes later at his mahogany desk James felt the subtle shift in the internal compensators indicating Drake had jumped into shift space. Accessing his comm’s unit, he set his personal timer to inform him when they should be approaching V2.
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    While many of the tactics and weapons of naval warfare employed during the rise of the Empire were crude by our standards one tactic remains the same - stealth. If a ship can sneak up on an opponent or, better yet, lie in wait for it, then the ship has a decisive advantage. Missiles and plasma bolts fired from close range are almost impossible to defend against.
  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD
  


  22 NOVEMBER, 2464 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE VOID


  Just under an hour later James walked onto the bridge. His personal comm’s unit beeped once and then went quiet. Seeing Gupta removing her hand from her own unit James smiled. He had set his personal timer to allow him to make it to the bridge before Gupta should be informing him they were approaching V2. It was never a bad thing to keep your subordinates guessing as to your whereabouts.


  “Status report?” James queried.


  Gupta vacated the command chair for James. “Two minutes until we reach the outer detection range of V2, sir,” she replied. “The ship is in stealth mode. All non-essential electronics are switched off. The fusion reactors are at minimal output and our active sensors have been powered down.”


  “Good,” James said. “Now the fun begins.”


  Entering and exiting shift space created a gravimetric pulse that was detectable out to one light hour away, at least by known human sensors. Standard stealth practice was to exit shift space one point five light hours from the mass shadow of a star so that no ships patrolling the shift limit could detect their arrival. Stealth mode also meant that most of the ship’s heat signature was being directed away from their angle of approach. While it was almost impossible to mask a ship’s heat signature the RSN survey ships were designed to double as surveillance ships in times of war and so Drake had sophisticated stealth capabilities, allowing her to vent her excess heat in any given direction.


  Immediately after feeling the subtle shift in the internal compensators from returning to normal space, James looked at the holo-display. Within a few seconds the display began to update itself with information on the system. When she was built Drake had had the most powerful sensor system in the RSN. Eight years later it was still better than anything outside the survey fleet. However, in stealth mode it counted for nothing. Drake’s active sensors would immediately alert anyone in the system to her presence and so she had to rely on passive sensors.


  “Propulsion, how long until the shift drive capacitors are charged enough for us to jump out?”


  Sub Lieutenant Julia Shannon who had taken over Navigation while Drake had been in shift space, replied, “Approximately three hours at current rates, sir.”


  Drumming his command chair with his fingers, James considered his options. The problem with being in stealth mode was that Drake’s two fusion reactors had to be almost switched off. It meant that if they ran into trouble they couldn’t escape in a hurry. Jumping into the system under full power would have allowed them to jump out again in thirty minutes. Of course, anyone who would intend them harm would eventually learn of their presence. With both fusion power plants at full Drake would light up like a mini star even with her stealth capabilities. While it would take two and a half hours for their heat signature to reach the planet, if there was someone in the system they would eventually know of their arrival. “Fisher, any sign of anyone else in the system?”


  James had allowed Fisher to continue manning sensors despite her watch having ended. He wanted her to have the privilege of carrying out the first scans of what was sure to become one of the newest British colonies.


  “No, sir,” she replied. “There are no signals or sign of industrialization from any of the planets in the system. I’m also not picking up any ship drives or reactors.”


  Nodding, James continued to sit in silence. No signs of a ship just meant there were no ships in the system several hours ago. The infrared signals the ship’s sensors were currently picking up had left the system hours ago and, traveling at the speed of light, had only reached Drake’s position now. A ship could have entered the system in the last few hours and they wouldn’t know about it. Also, anyone in the system lying in stealth wouldn’t be giving off much heat radiation in the first place. They could be in stealth mode just as Drake was. And that was the dilemma. All RSN ships were designed to operate under stealth for prolonged periods, if they had too. Even the missile and plasma cannons were designed with energy cells that would allow them to operate for two minutes without drawing on any energy from the reactors.  Combined with the passive sensors’ ability to easily track ships with their reactors and drives lit up, it meant that a ship in stealth mode could cause a real problem. From a good starting position, a ship in stealth could maneuver close to their target and unleash a volley of missiles or even rake their target with plasma cannons before anyone even knew they were there.


  Drake had almost come straight to V2 from the shift passage to Cambridge. If a Chinese knew about the Cambridge passage then Drake’s current position would be the most logical one for a British ship to exit shift space. The next logical move would be to head straight for the habitable planet. James silently berated himself for not thinking of this sooner. If he were a Chinese captain tasked with keeping the Void a secret he would position his ship between where a British ship would enter the system and the habitable planet. Lying in stealth he could wait for the British ship to move into the system and then fire a spread of missiles as they passed. He should have taken Drake to the far end of the system and entered it on a completely unpredictable route! The Void made such a maneuver easy for there was no dark matter to limit where he could go with the shift drive. The tactics book would have to rewritten if war ever broke out here.


  “Navigation, plot us a course that will round the fifth planet in the system and then take us in toward the habitable world. And take us there with twenty percent thrust.”


  In her space trials Drake had been able to reach twenty-five percent of her maximum thrust before the heat radiating off the ship was detectable. James didn’t want to take any chances.


  “Sensors, dispatch two stealth recon drones. The first one is to go on a direct path to the habitable planet. The second is to follow the path we’re going to take into the system, use the fifth planet’s gravity to sling it toward the third planet,” James ordered.


  The habitable planet was the third planet in the system. With luck a detour around the fifth would keep them from being detected by any ships expecting them to head straight for V2.


  “Yes, sir,” Fisher replied.


  Normal recon drones were fitted with small impulse engines similar to the missiles Drake carried. Outfitted with their own active and passive sensors they allowed starships to scout a system without entering the mass shadow of a star.


  James didn’t want to take any chances though. If there was another ship out there, he didn’t want to warn them of their presence. Like normal drones, stealth drones were fitted with passive and active sensors. However, their engines had been removed, by default their active sensors were switched off and additional passive sensors were loaded in the extra space left by the engines.


  They were fired from Drake’s single forward missile tube. Essentially a long railgun, it allowed missiles to be accelerated to high velocities before they had to engage their own engines. The stealth drones were designed to be fired from the longer forward tube rather than Drake’s shorter side tubes, as the drones had no engines of their own. With their active sensors turned off and no drives to give them away stealth drones were very hard to detect.


  Their only drawback was that they were severely limited in the amount of information they could send. Designed to report back to their mothership in burst communications that mimicked background radiation noise, theoretically at least, their transmissions were impossible to detect. However, in mimicking the background radiation only small amounts of data could be transmitted at a time.


  Before Drake began to move toward the fifth planet Fisher launched the first stealth drone down their original course, the combined speed of Drake and the acceleration of the rail gun sending the drone off at 0.2c. Once Drake was lined up on her new course she fired off the second, tracing out their line of progression into the system.


  After watching both drones being dispatched into the system James sat back in his command chair and prepared himself for a long wait. Drake had a maximum speed of 0.31c. Her valstronium armor protected her crew from the cosmic particles and radiation she would encounter at that speed. Technically, Drake was also equipped with gaseous shields that allowed her to reach a top speed of 0.35c although this was only for emergencies.


  Gaseous shields were a holdover from the days before valstronium had been discovered. When starships had been made entirely out of nano-carbon composites they needed extra protection in order to reach speeds anywhere near the speed of light. They worked by venting a charged gaseous mixture into space. Electromagnetic fields projected by the ship would then form the gases into a cone shape in front of the ship, giving additional protection from cosmic particles.


  The techs of the RSN were constantly working on the armor configurations and shielding technology to try and increase a ship’s max speed. The most recent RSN ships were able to get 0.35c without their shields but that tech hadn’t existed when Drake left the construction yard eight years ago.


  Including the time it would take to reach 0.31c using only twenty-five percent of her maximum acceleration, Drake would pass the fifth planet in eleven hours. If he wanted to enter orbit around the third planet they would have to start decelerating for a further two hours. James however, just wanted to pass the planet, use Drake’s survey scanners to have a look at it and then move on to the next system. Even so, it would take them almost seventeen hours to pass the planet and exit the system’s mass shadow again. He therefore wriggled into his command chair and prepared for the long wait.


  Three hours later Fisher’s sensor station began to beep. “Sir, the first stealth drone is indicating it has picked up some ionized particles,” Fisher reported. “Stand by, the next data package will come through in ten seconds.”


  Moments later she turned to the main holo-display. “It’s confirmed, sir, there seems to be a trail of ionized particles running roughly parallel to the path of the drone.”


  On the main holo-display the track of the drone appeared with a faint blue line roughly parallel to it two hundred thousand kilometers off its port bow. As the next data package came in Fisher updated the bridge. “The drone’s passive scanners are picking up a faint gravimetric signature. It could be from the mass of a spaceship, sir, but it is faint.”


  “Will the drone be able to re-orient its visual scanners in time?” James asked.


  The stealth drones had maneuvering thrusters but using them would guarantee detection. To avoid this they had the ability to redistribute some of their internal mass, causing a slight spin. By shifting its internal mass again, it could halt the spin and thus bring their most powerful visual scanners to bear on anything they detected.


  “I’m not sure, sir,” Fisher replied. “The drone will pass whatever it has picked up in twenty seconds, so we’ll know soon enough.”


  Thirty seconds later the next data package came in the form of a visual of the object the stealth drone had detected. The drone managed to get twenty high powered shots of the object and so for the next ten minutes images were sent back to Drake by the drone. Sub Lieutenant Hanson had been pulling a double shift in order to man Tactical and so it fell to him to try and identify the ship from the visuals. At four hundred thousand kilometers whatever it was, was at the very edge of the drone’s visual range and so the images were very poor. Yet estimating the length and breadth of the ship was a simple task for Drake’s computers. The ion trail from the ship’s engines gave an accurate position of the ship relative to the drone and it was simple mathematics to determine the size of the object in the visuals. Its speed was quickly calculated as the change in angle of the visuals combined with the known velocity of the drone indicated the direction and speed of the unknown ship.


  After the last visual came through Hanson addressed the Sergeant. “Sir, the computer estimates that the unknown vessel is approximately 250 to 350 in length. It’s travelling at roughly 0.05c on a course parallel to the done heading toward the third planet. Its engines mustn’t be at more than one percent or else the drone would have picked up their energy signals rather than just their ion wake.”


  “And can the computer identify what the ship actually is?” James probed.


  “No, sir,” Hanson responded, “the visuals are inconclusive.”


  “OK, well let’s assume that the ship is Chinese for the moment. We have had enough strange discoveries today without adding aliens to the list. Hanson, bring up known Chinese ships that fall into the profile of our unknown friend.”


  On the holo-display three ships appeared, slowly rotating to give a 360-degree view of each one. As he always did when he saw Chinese warships James paused momentarily to stare. Of all the various star faring powers, the Chinese starship designers seemed to take the most pride in their work. British ships were designed and built almost purely on functionality. That in itself gave them a certain look of sturdiness that was beautiful in its own right. By comparison the Chinese ships looked like a single missile would crumple them. Of course being armored in valstronium this was a mistake and so James wondered, as he often did, why the Admiralty couldn’t design ships to match the Chinese in beauty.


  “Hanson, run us through what we’re looking at here, without looking at your terminal please,” James asked. He already knew each of the Chinese ship designs off by heart but he wanted to test Hanson and give the rest of the bridge a chance to digest the information.


  “Yes, sir,” Hanson began nervously. After a slight pause he continued a bit more firmly, “the first ship on your left is the most recent Chinese survey ship. Larger than their previous designs she carries a sensor suite almost equal to ours and is armed with four missile tubes and a single plasma cannon.”


  “Thank you, Hanson,” James interrupted. “We can probably discount our friend being a survey ship. Intelligence suggests the Chinese have only completed six of them so far and I can’t see them wasting one by leaving it sitting around a star system. You may move onto the other two if you would.”


  “Yes, sir, well the other two ships are both Chinese destroyers. The one in the middle is the older Luda class. She is slightly smaller with a length of 260 meters and a mass of 22 thousand tones. She carries eight missile tubes and two plasma cannons. I believe intelligence indicates the Chinese have at least fifty in commission. The second destroyer is their newer class – the Luyang class. She is 280 meters long with a mass of twenty-five thousand tones. Offensively, she carries ten missile tubes and two plasma cannons. Her armor is estimated to be a whole twenty centimeters thicker than the Luda class.”


  “Very good, Lieutenant Hanson, and what would be your tactical conclusions?”


  Without blinking Hanson immediately replied to his commander. “Well, sir, with a broadside of four missiles even the smaller Luda class has enough firepower to blow us to pieces. If we come out of stealth we may force her to power up her drives and come after us. That way we’d be able to get a confirmed ID, but we may not live long enough to report it back to anyone.”


  “My thoughts exactly, Lieutenant,” James said with a nod. “I think we’ll stay as we are. There’s no other reason why our friend should be where he is unless he plans to ambush anyone trying to survey the habitable planet.”


  Hanson turned back to his terminal trying to hide a delighted grin.


  James continued, “If he is Chinese then the Chinese haven’t reported their discovery of the Void to the UN yet. At least they hadn’t when we were last in port six months ago. Navigation, plot his estimated course, how close will he be to the third planet when we are making our approach?”


  James nodded at the answer. The Chinese ship would be nowhere near the planet when they approached it. That would allow them to redirect their heat vents away from the Chinese ship as they passed behind the planet. With luck, the Chinese captain would never know they were here.


  “OK, keep us on this trajectory until we round the fifth planet. We’ll make one pass on the third and then head back out of the mass shadow and one light hour beyond the mass shadow. Then we’ll jump out and head to V17 and see what else the Chinese are up to. I have a feeling the Admiralty is going to be very interested in our report!”


  Several sub lieutenants nodded in agreement and Hanson tried but failed not to break out into a smile again.
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    Before the introduction of alien tech into the Human Sphere, the economy in the First Interstellar Expansion Era revolved around four things; valstronium for ship construction, He3 for fueling the fusion reactors on ships, starbases and planetary surfaces, a vast array of rare elements discovered outside the Sol system and, finally, consumer goods. With over thirty-five habitable worlds colonized by 2450 there was an ever-growing desire for all four resources
  


  
    .-Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD
  


  23 NOVEMBER, 2464 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE VOID


  As Drake passed V2 all her passive sensors turned to focus on surveying the third planet. Once again Fisher was manning the sensor terminal after she had spent the last six hours off duty. James had given her permission to power up the active sensors for a limited scan of the planet. She was restricted to a brief scan of the equator for fear some radiation would seep around the planet and alert the Chinese destroyer.


  As she looked up from her terminal, Second Lieutenant Gupta saw the same look she had seen in her eyes, only hours ago, when she had first reported the possibility of a dark matter bubble.


  Glancing past Gupta, she looked to the commander, “Sir, I’m not quite sure I can believe what I’m seeing.”


  “Well? Please don’t leave us in suspense,” James replied.


  “It appears that there are significant deposits of valstronium around the area of the equator we surveyed. Given what our passive sensors have also picked up, the computer is estimating that the pockets we know are there for sure, continue sporadically across the entire planet.”


  Gupta looked back to the commander to take in his reaction. The British discovery of valstronium on their second colony was the main reason Britain had been able to keep up with the other major world powers in the space race, which had, in turn, led Gupta’s family to immigrate to Britain. Before that discovery, almost two hundred years ago now, the only source of the metal had been from mining asteroids that orbited Sol and other stars. Typically, only those with wide orbits contained the metal and even those were rare. Britain’s discovery had meant that they could build as many spaceships as they needed and still export some of the almost priceless valstronium. This success and the overbearing weight of the Indian caste system had led Gupta’s family to Britain in the hope of a brighter future for their offspring.


  Gupta could hardly keep a grin from her face but as she watched the commander she controlled herself. As James read the details Fisher had sent to his display, his face didn’t move an inch. Scolding herself for wishing to be like her stuck-up commander, Gupta turned back to her own terminal. The findings were indeed impressive. Since the founding of Britannia, the other space powers had discovered their own limited sources of valstronium. However, the sheer quantity of valstronium the sensors suggested were present on V2 would mean that the British would once again have a near monopoly, if they could exploit it.


  James eventually broke the silence that had encompassed the bridge. “Very good Fisher, I see the Admiralty is indeed going to be pleased with our discovery. What else have you found?”


  Surprised at the commander’s nonchalance over their discovery, Fisher had to look back at her console to recheck the other details. “The planet is fifteen percent smaller than Earth. It is also closer to its sun so although the sun in this system omits less solar energy than Sol’s, the average temperature is fiveCelsius higher. I’m not sure any settlers are going to want to live out in the open around the equator, but the north and south hemispheres are perfectly habitable. The atmosphere is also similar to Earth’s with a slightly elevated oxygen count. The land mass is largely made up of small islands although there is a sizeable continent in the south that would make a good initial base.”


  “Interesting,” James replied, “I think we may want to suggest to the crew that they reinvest their prize money into this system. I can see V2 becoming the center of our expanding colonial empire for decades to come. Anything else of interest, how about plant and animal life?”


  Gupta had to hide a snarl at the commander’s comments as Fisher consulted her console again. It was well known that Commander Somerville came from an exceedingly rich family. Despite his current difficulties, it was hard to imagine the commander needing to think about how to invest a measly one million credits. When Gupta’s family had come to Britain they had had no choice but to scrape a living from nothing. Her parents had worked two jobs each and spent their meager life’s savings to send her to the RSN Lunar Academy. Now, as a second lieutenant, she was able to begin paying them back out of her wages and to help send her younger siblings to university as well.  She still held out hope of a command someday. That would allow her parents a level of luxury they could only dream of. Yet, Somerville’s promotion to commander had been a kick in the teeth and had left her father complaining to her over the datanet for weeks before Drake had left Earth’s orbit.


  Gupta’s thoughts were broken as Fisher looked up from her console to answer her commander’s question, “We only got data from the active scans, so I can’t tell you about the north and south hemispheres, just the equator. There seems to be abundant plant life although no sign of any sizeable animals, certainly no signs of intelligence.”


  “That’s a relief,” James said with a half-smile. “We don’t need any more surprises; aliens would be just too much! Tactical, any sign of our Chinese friend?”


  Now that Drake had passed the third planet, her heat vents were pointing away from the suspected position of the Chinese ship while all her passive sensors were aimed at where they estimated her to be.


  Sub Lieutenant Becket who was now manning tactical took control of the main holo-display, replacing the rotating projection of V2 Fisher had up with the estimated plot of the Chinese ship. “If she hasn’t altered her approach speed or angle, based on the recon drone’s data we should expect her to be somewhere in this region, so far we haven’t picked anything up yet.”


  Gupta sat forward in alarm. They had expected to pick up the Chinese ship on thermal scanners immediately after passing the planet. It made sense for the Chinese ship to be venting their waste heat toward the planet as that was the one place they could be reasonably sure no British ships were. Without waiting for Somerville’s permission Gupta reacted. “Re-orient the thermal scanners. Do an expanding sweep from where we last picked up the Chinese ship. It is out there somewhere, and we need to find her.”


  Becket quickly turned back to the tactical console and her fingers began to fly over the controls. The main holo-display began to update itself, gradually expanding the view of the system out from the point they had expected to pick up the Chinese ship. Something caught Gupta’s eye. “There, sector 37.4. Reorient the thermal scanners and focus in on that sector.”


  Becket worked the tactical console again and this time the holo-display zoomed in and a number of data streams appeared beside the growing blip. As Gupta sat back in relief James took over, “Becket what are we looking at?”


  “Sir, the heat signature is consistent with that from the recon drone. It doesn’t appear as if the Chinese ship has boosted up their reactors. From the wave length distortion, it seems the ship is heading away from V2. They must have turned around as we approached the planet and are heading back out of the system. They are not following the vector they came in toward the planet, but they are on a roughly parallel course.”


  “Any chance they can detect our heat signature from their new position?” James queried.


  “No, Commander, our vents are still directed 172 degrees away from them. I’m realigning them to be the full one eighty now.”


  The Bridge sat in silence for another twenty minutes as the passive sensors remained focused on the Chinese ship. Once he was satisfied the Chinese didn’t intend any more course corrections James got up out of the command chair. “Lieutenant Gupta, you have the Bridge, I’m going to retire to my quarters. Shannon, I want you to plot a series of micro jumps to V48 and V31. We’re going to jump in at the edge of the system and launch a spread of recon drones. Then plot us a course to V17. That’s the closest habitable plant to Chinese space; we need to see what’s going on there so we’re going to have a look for ourselves. We can then swing back and pick up the other recon drones. Call me when we are ready to begin our first jump.


  Nodding Gupta stood and took the commander’s chair. Inwardly she was already trying to control her anger. The commander was a glory hunter, of that she was sure! They had just made the greatest discovery in the history of the RSN. They should be high tailing it back to Earth to tell the Admiralty and let them sort out the political landmines. If there were more Chinese ships at V17 then Drake would be running a needless gauntlet. Clearly the Chinese intended to keep the Void a secret. This was a situation for the Admiralty. Yet Somerville wanted to go poking his nose into places he shouldn’t. To shake her thoughts, she began to review the data on the planet and the Chinese ship.


  Yet, forty-five minutes later she was still struggling to control her anger. The planet certainly looked like the best find the British had yet made. V2 had the potential to fill the British government’s coffers for years to come. In time it would be developed into a major industrial center and then become the springboard for new waves of exploration and colonization out beyond the Void. Her other distraction, the Chinese destroyer, was clearly up to no good. Their small course corrections indicated that the destroyer was intent on patrolling the main line of approach from the Cambridge shift passage to V2. They wanted to catch any British ships that might happen upon the Void and head for V2. Still, despite these distractions, her thoughts had returned time and again to her Sergeant. With a groan she stood up from the command chair and headed out of the bridge. Her doubts would not leave her alone and, as much as she didn’t want to confront her immediate superior, Somerville wasn’t just toying with his own life.


  #
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  SUB LIEUTENANT BECKET approached the captain’s ready room. Adjacent to the captain’s quarters it provided him with a more private briefing room than the tactical briefing room. She had a report she felt needed to be passed up the chain of command and the ship’s sensors said that both the commander and the second lieutenant were here. As she raised her hand to activate the chime on the door to request permission to enter she heard raised voices.


  “This is insane, sir! Your lust for glory is going to get us all killed!” Lieutenant Gupta’s voice could be clearly heard despite the sealed doors.


  Instinctively, Becket turned to leave. It wasn’t unknown for Drake’s commander and her second lieutenant to get into shouting matches. Under such circumstances it had become the sub lieutenants’ custom to get on with their duties and simply record an audio message for either the commander or second lieutenant to look over in their own time. Something about the strain and desperation in Gupta’s voice made her hesitate though. Although she knew she should not, she lowered her hand and continued to listen.


  “We’ve discovered the Void, we’ve identified that the Chinese are already here. The Admiralty needs to know what we know,” Gupta continued, just as loudly as she had begun.


  “Listen carefully because I’m only going to say this once!” James sharply retorted. “How many times in the six years before I took over command did Drake return to Earth for a refit or upgrade to the sensor package?”


  “Six times, sir, we had a yearly upgrade cycle which you know full well,” Gupta spat.


  “And how many times have we been to Earth since I took command? James followed up.


  “None.”


  “And where have we undergone our upgrades? Not even in Britannia, but at Cambridge. Where the parts and the equipment had to be shipped in just for us at a much greater cost to the Admiralty. Haven’t you figured it out yet? My promotion to command Drake wasn’t because I used my family connections to get a foot up the ladder. And it wasn’t about your lack of command ability. I was banished!”


  James paused and eyed Gupta to let his last sentence sink in. “Sent out here, away from the high life of London and the nobility. I’m not doing this because I have a blood lust for fame and fortune. I’m doing this because it is all I have. If I don’t command Drake to the best of my ability and somehow grind my way out of this situation, I will likely be here until I retire an old commander long forgotten on Earth.


  “So get a grip of yourself. I read all of Captain Hank’s reports on you. She recommended you take over her position when she was promoted or at least to get a promotion to first lieutenant and a chance to prove yourself on a combat ship. If you still want to be angry with me then fine. I can deal with that. But understand that you are stuck here passed over for promotion not because I tried to use my connections to steal what you had earned. This is a punishment for me, not something I sought out. I’m sorry you have been hit in the crossfire. But if you can possibly, just for one minute try and set your grievances aside and consider my proposals from a military perspective maybe you will understand my actions. Can you do that?”


  Again, James paused for effect but before Gupta could begin to answer he went on. “If we go back now what do we have to tell the Admiralty? There is this Void, yes, but what else? A single Chinese warship? How are they going to make any decisions on such a scrap of information? And it will take them weeks or months to get any more up to date intelligence. We are the ship on station. We need to get home with the fullest report possible. Neither of us is paid enough to make the big decisions but our job is to help those who are. That Chinese ship was not laying out the welcome mat for us. Who knows what else the Chinese have in the Void, this could easily mean war.


  “You are an officer in the Royal Space Navy, not a spoiled brat; it’s time we got over this impasse.  I will admit I have been taking out my frustrations on you. That has been my fault and I apologize. But now we are in a serious situation here. We need to focus on the task at hand. We are both naval officers.”


  Slowly and reluctantly Gupta relaxed, uncoiling her tense shoulders and clenched fists. She opened her mouth to speak but then paused. Instead she looked her commander in the eyes and gave a small slight nod. Then she turned sharply and began to walk out of the ready room shaking her head.


  “Banished?” James heard her whisper faintly as she swiped the door control. Still shaking her head, Gupta didn’t even notice Becket standing on the other side of the door with her mouth hanging wide open.


  As Gupta left James sighed. Opening up to Gupta had been something he should have done months ago but he had been too angry over the situation himself. He knew Gupta hated him. That was as plain as day on her face when she had first walked into the briefing room. Yet he hoped their heated conversation had at least served to clear the air between them.


  Looking up, he caught sight of Becket standing beside the door before it closed behind Gupta. “Yes, Sub Lieutenant, do come in,” He called out.


  Startled back to reality, Becket entered the commander’s private briefing room. Without looking him in the eyes she explained her presence. “I was doing some analysis on the other planets in the system and I thought you would want to see what I found.”


  Without waiting for a reply, she reached over and handed James a datapad. As he began to scan through her findings she summarized for him. “As you know there are two gas giants in the system. The larger of the two isn’t anything we haven’t seen before. The second one however, has the highest hydrogen mixture we have ever seen.”


  Nodding, James managed to finally catch her eye. “And why am I only being informed of this now?” He asked.


  Clearing her throat Becket tried to keep her hands from fidgeting. “It’s my fault, sir, we were so focused on going over the data on the planet and rechecking the valstronium data that we didn’t get around to the other planets until now.”


  Chuckling at her nervousness James sought to sooth her. “Well, given the circumstances I think your oversight can be excused. Give me a rundown of what you think this means for He3 production in the Human Sphere?”


  Summoning back her courage Becket tried to project an air of confidence. “Well our analysis has only been brief so far. But if we can get a military gas mining station up and running within the year we should be able to meet sixty percent of the RSN’s fuel requirements within a further six months. If we open it up to private investors V2 could begin to compete with the USA’s Utah system. Certainly, we could take over supply for civilian traffic in British, Chinese and French space.”


  “Agreed” James said as he set the datapad onto his desk. “Well, leave this with me and go and carryout a more in-depth economic analysis. In fact, inform all the sub lieutenants that I want separate tactical and financial reports on the implications of these discoveries by the time we get back to Cambridge. Dismissed.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Becket said as she turned to leave.


  Focusing his attention back on his own data terminal James realized he had a dilemma on his hands. He had already begun to compose his briefing for the Admiralty before Gupta had interrupted him. Initially, he had intended to report the discovery of valstronium as the single most important discovery since Britannia. Yet now he wasn’t so sure. The valstronium deposits would ensure the British had a monopoly on its production for decades to come. Yet in the short term the gas giant might have a bigger financial impact. It’s small gravimetric pull and high hydrogen concentrations meant that the extraction costs would be far less than at any other gas mining stations except those in the Utah system. In turn, this meant that whoever got the rights to extract He3 from V2 would be able to undercut their competitors and grab a large share of the market.


  Deciding he would leave his report for another time, James made his way to his quarters for a quick nap before Drake was due to make her jump out of the system. He hoped his ‘heart to heart’ with Gupta would have some effect. James didn’t know if divulging some of his personal difficulties with Georgia would help their relationship, but he’d finally decided it couldn’t make it any worse. And if he was right and the Admiralty intended to keep him effectively locked up in Drake for the foreseeable future then he may as well attempt to make things a little smoother between himself and his second lieutenant.
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    While the first battleships were not constructed until 2461 AD, they soon became the status symbol of all the naval powers. With the armor and defenses to withstand a fleet of smaller ships, they also carried the missile throw weight to reduce anything else to dust in one salvo. 
  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD
  


  23 NOVEMBER, 2464 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE VOID


  Drake exited shift space two light hours outside the V17 system after visiting V48 and V31. In both systems she had deployed a spread of recon drones on slow ballistic courses into each system. Their slow velocities were designed to give Drake a chance to survey V17 and the end of the Void before returning to recover the drones. That way all their data could be downloaded into the ship’s main computers for analysis without having to rely on their limited burst transmissions.


  James and Gupta were both on the bridge when Drake re-entered normal space. James had taken Gupta’s silence on their current mission as a sign that the second lieutenant had changed her mind. Although, it was just as likely that she had filed a report detailing her severe misgivings with the mission and intended to throw it in James’ face if they made it back to Earth.


  Immediately upon entering the system Drake shut down all of her non-essential systems and went into stealth mode. James had carefully considered what route to take through the system. They could head straight for the habitable planet and make a close pass as they had done in V2. Yet, of all the planets, this was the most likely to be occupied by the Chinese. If there were ships orbiting the planet, or even a ground or orbital base, then it would be impossible to avoid detection.


  Going for the safest option possible, James had chosen to drop back into real space two light hours from the shift limit. That way Drake could slowly work up to her full speed before she entered the system proper. In addition, he didn’t plan to get any closer to the planet than five light minutes. That would allow Drake’s passive sensors to get a good look at the planet and anything in orbit and yet give Drake a lot of maneuvering room in case she had to make a quick escape.


  “OK, Navigation, take us in along the pre-set route. It’s time to enter the lion’s den again,” James said to the bridge at large.


  There was an air of trepidation amongst the bridge crew on duty. They were aware that picking up the first Chinese destroyer had been a turn of very good fortune. If there were similar ships lurking around in this system, the first notice they might get would be a missile or plasma bolt hurtling toward them.


  The V17 system made matters worse. Its star outmassed V2’s by thirty percent, meaning that it had a much larger mass shadow. Added to the fact that Drake had jumped in two light hours from the edge of the mass shadow meant it would take a total of twenty-one hours for Drake to transit through the system. No one on board was looking forward to spending so long in stealth mode, not knowing whether the next few seconds would be his or her last. They hadn’t even entered the system and already nerves were on edge.


  As Drake approached the edge of the system’s mass shadow, Sub Lieutenant O’Rourke transferred the feed from his terminal to the main holo-display. “Sir, I’m picking up a number of heat signatures from orbit around the planet. There are also two or three intermittent sources further out. The computer can’t quite make them out yet but the ones around the planet are definitely ships.”


  “So I see, Lieutenant, very good.”  As James spoke the plot updated showing that as Drake approached the planet the ships would just be coming up over the horizon.  Drake’s passive sensors would get a good look at them as they went past.


  A further hour later Drake was traveling at her maximum velocity of .31c. O’Rourke had managed to firm up the other heat sources. He estimated that one was a cruiser and the other two were smaller, possibility destroyers or frigates. The ships wouldn’t come into range of their optical scanners for a number of hours, so there was no way to get a clearer picture yet. A fourth signal had been picked up beyond the planet, but it was still too fuzzy to be confirmed.


  As the plot firmed up, revealing that the other two contacts were indeed destroyers, the crew became increasingly nervous. It was now obvious that one of the destroyers, clearly assigned to patrolling the approaches to the planet, would come very close to Drake as she coasted through the system. Unless she changed course in the next hour, the destroyer would come within two light minutes.


  Over the next forty-five minutes the tension grew steadily. The only distraction was the constant updates from O’Rourke as the passive sensors updated the bridge on the other ships in the system. The fourth heat source beyond the habitable planet did indeed turn out to be another ship; a destroyer, clearly following a patrol pattern that mimicked the other ships.


  Orbiting the planet, the cruiser had turned out to be playing escort to five freighters. The freighters had obviously carried in enough materials to construct a pre-fabricated orbital base of some description. Judging by the heat emissions, work was going full pace to put together whatever it was that they had brought with them.


  “Sir, the destroyer is altering course,” the sensor officer reported.


  James peered at the holo-display as it charted the destroyer’s new course. It had only altered its trajectory by a few degrees, but it meant Drake would pass even closer to it. “Navigation, I want you to engage our aft maneuvering thrusters. Use micro second bursts to direct us away from that destroyer. We can’t let them get within a light minute of us or they will pick us up.”


  Over an hour ago Drake had begun to pick up faint traces of the active radar waves the destroyer had been firing out into space as it monitored its assigned patrol route. Drake’s valstronium armor had been covered with a thin layer of the latest radar-absorbing tech. If she ever saw action, it would be the first thing to be burnt off the hull by a proximity hit but until that day she was able to absorb significant amounts of radar energy.


  Yet the destroyer’s change in direction meant that she would get close enough for her radar emissions to reflect off Drake’s hull. The radar-absorbing coating could only handle so much before it became overloaded. James had to take the risk of engaging Drake’s thrusters or else they would be picked up for certain.


  For five minutes Sub Lieutenant Thirlwall sporadically engaged the maneuvering thrusters slowly turning Drake away from the destroyer. As they passed each other, the crew on the bridge let out a sigh of relief.


  Yet almost immediately everyone held their breath as O’Rourke broke the silence. “Commander,” he shouted with alarm. “The destroyer is turning again, she’s bringing her high-energy radar projectors around to look in our direction.”


  James let out a silent prayer. For every second the destroyer delayed powering up its main radar, the gap between them opened exponentially. Both ships were on almost perpendicular paths, giving Drake a glimmer of hope.


  Eventually the destroyer managed to bring on its main radar projectors. Too powerful to run all the time, a ship’s high-energy radar projectors were usually kept in reserve until battle was joined as they wore out quickly from over use.


  This time James let out a prayer of thanks. The destroyer was searching a broad spectrum of space and so the radar’s strength was being diluted over a vast area. Whatever the destroyer had picked up it hadn’t got a clear fix on it. As the gap quickly opened James began to relax, the chances of a broad-spectrum sweep overcoming their radar absorbing outer skin were quickly diminishing.


  Yet even as he began to think they had made it past the destroyer, the situation changed again. Even though they were all watching the tactical plot O’Rourke needlessly informed the rest of the bridge crew, “the destroyer is decelerating, she is angling to come back along our trajectory.”


  Almost simultaneously, the radar sweeps changed from a broad-spectrum search of Drake’s area of space to more tightly aimed blasts of radar waves. Whoever was in charge aboard the destroyer had figured that if there really was something out there the only way it could be so close and avoid detection was to have radar absorbing tech. They were now trying to overload Drake’s absorbing capabilities with more powerful electromagnetic energy.


  Immediately James sprang into action. “O’Rourke figure out what sector of the destroyer’s sensor gird must have detected us.” James knew they couldn’t have got a radar return, or they would have immediately been able to lock in Drake’s position. The destroyer must have picked up a stray radiation leak from Drake.


  “Sir, if they didn’t get a radar return they must have detected something with their port forward sensor nodes,” the lieutenant answered.


  “Tactical,” James snapped as he turned to face Becket. “I want you to prepare a recon drone, get ready to fire it off along vector, ah, three seven point five six.” James said as he consulted his own console.


  “I want the drone to fire off one of its maneuvering thrusters once it enters the sensor cone of the destroyer’s port forward sensor nodes. Then ready a second drone.”


  Becket’s fingers were already flying over her console as he spoke, “Aye, sir, it will take another ninety seconds to load the recon drone into missile tube two.”


  James tried to wait patiently as the destroyer continued to send focused radar beams all around Drake. Someone on the bridge gasped as the outer edge of a beam passed within sixty kilometers of Drake. The seepage from the focused radar beam alone was almost enough to overload Drake’s radar absorption tech.


  Finally his console beeped to inform him that Becket had fired off the recon drone. “Navigation, estimate the course correction the destroyer will need to make in order to bring its radar to bear on the recon drone when it fires its maneuvering thrusters.


  “Tactical, prepare to fire the second drone along a trajectory that will bring it into the destroyers forward aft sensor range as well. I want the drone to fire off its maneuvering thrusters when it reaches the same point as the first drone.”


  Before Becket could reply James swung back to watch the plot. The first drone would be in position in ten seconds; they just had to keep their luck a little longer.


  Moments later O’Rourke shouted excitedly, “Sir, the destroyer is turning.”


  It took the computer a few more seconds to estimate the destroyer’s new track as Drake’s passive sensors fed it all the data they could pick up.


  This time it was Becket’s turn to curse, “Sir the destroyer has turned to allow it to keep its main radar on us while bringing one of its secondary systems to bear on the drone. I’m going to have to update the second drones firing solution.”


  James only nodded. Chinese and British warships had auxiliary high-energy radar projectors. Usually, they were only there for redundancy purposes. If a ship lost its main projector, it would severely reduce its defensive capabilities. In a missile duel, a ship’s radar was used to coordinate the fire of the anti-missile missiles and point-defense plasma cannons. If the radar went down a ship’s defenses would be immediately reduced. Drake had two reserve high-energy radar projectors for just such a situation. Clearly the Chinese weren’t as strict about protecting their reserve equipment from wear and tear.


  With the destroyer still filling space around Drake with powerful radar beams, James knew they were really riding their luck. Even a random search pattern would happen across them eventually. Another beep from his console told him the second recon drone was away. Yet as the seconds passed doubt began to well up in James. His trick was a long shot, if it didn’t work they would be detected soon enough.


  Becket’s voice pierced through James doubts and the silence on the bridge, “Sir, the recon drone should have just fired its maneuvering jets. If the destroyer detected anything we should see a response any time now.”


  Just as she stopped speaking, the destroyer began to change its course again. Rolling, it brought its main high-energy radar projector to bear on the area of space the second recon drone was in and began a wide-angle sweep of space.


  Everyone on the bridge let out a cheer of relief as the last radar beam swept past Drake. After only a brief scan of space the destroyer altered course again, reverting to its original vector.


  Sub Lieutenant O’Rourke looked over to his commander with wonder in his eyes, “Sir, I can’t believe that worked. You made them think they had a sensor glitch rather than Drake on their scopes.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant, but that isn’t a trick I’d recommend trying again. That’s as close to being detected and destroyed as I think any of us are ever going to experience. Any closer and it would have been a reality.” James replied in an attempt to take the wonder out of O’Rourke’s eyes.


  In fact, he already felt guilty. Gupta had just come within a hair’s breadth of being proved right. It might impress a sub lieutenant, but James knew that none of his instructors at the academy would be using his tactic as a training exercise in the future. Certainly, the pool of sweat running down his back and legs and gathering in his boots was telling him he didn’t want to go through anything like that again!
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  OVER THE NEXT HOUR Drake continued on her ballistic trajectory in toward the habitable planet. As they approached the point where they would be closest to the planet James brought up the optical feed. At this distance James was looking into the past at the Chinese ships but he still wanted to be able to see what they were up to as O‘Rourke gave a run down on what the passives told him.


  “Sir, it’s confirmed. There are five freighters and a medium cruiser. The medium cruiser appears to be one of the older Ning Hai class of ships. She is making sweeps with her low-intensity radar but we’re well within the safe distance for our radar absorption. Three of the freighters appear to be fleet resupply vessels but the other two are different. I think they are civilian construction craft. I have fed the readings from the station they are putting together into the computer. It is currently trying to figure out what they are building based on known Chinese designs.”


  Ten minutes later as Drake rounded the planet and headed back into open space O’Rourke brought up the computer’s results. It projected that the finished station would mass approximately one hundred thousand tones; roughly the size of a battlecruiser. James surmised the two construction ships had not been able to bring all the materials that would be needed, so the Chinese would be expecting reinforcements. As to its function, the computer believed that it would serve a dual purpose as both a resupply station and a limited repair yard. The last piece of information was the estimated time of completion. Provided the Chinese got all the materials they needed, the station would be completed in two months, but it would be able to provide limited functionality in just three more weeks.


  “Sir, the sensors picked up a couple of anomalies in close proximity to the station. I have had the computer enhancing the images we took of that area.” As she spoke Sub Lieutenant Becket pointed to one of the secondary holo-displays.


  What it projected was unmistakably a missile defense platform. Used by all the major space powers, they were nothing more than a cluster of single fire rail guns loaded with a standard anti-ship missile. The rail guns could accelerate the missiles to a set velocity before the missile’s engines took over. They were used widely because they didn’t require all the manpower and outlay of resources that came with building and maintaining a proper defense station. Yet they were limited because once used there would be no second salvo.


  “Well,” James addressed to the bridge at large, “clearly the Chinese think they are here to stay. I want a review of all the data we collected, let’s make sure we didn’t miss anything else. And double check the optical take of the space around the station, make sure there aren’t any more missile defense platforms.”


  As the bridge crew went to work, James felt that he could finally relax. They were through the worst of it.  The third destroyer would be nowhere near Drake as she passed through the area of space it was patrolling. If he wanted James could even fire up the main engines and alter course away from the destroyer and head straight out of the system. Of course he would prefer not to let the Chinese know he had even been here. Once Drake picked up the recon drones from V31 and V48 he fully intended to take Gupta’s advice and head straight back to the Admiralty and let them deal with all this mess. This run into the system had been a close thing. Even if the next few hours would be a lot safer, James knew the tension in his shoulders wouldn’t completely leave him. He had had enough of being a hero. He had much more important things to live for. It was time to head home and let those who were paid better make the big decisions. With a quiet sigh he settled himself and prepared to wait out the rest of the journey toward the safety of the system’s mass shadow.
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  STILL TENSE JAMES ALMOST jumped when alarms began to go off all over the bridge as Drake approached the edge of the system’s mass shadow. He wasn’t the only one, everyone on the bridge looked startled.


  “Sir, we’re picking up intense gravimetric anomalies ahead. There are a number of ships dropping out of shift space right on the shift limit. Correction. I now make at least thirty ships exiting shift space. They’re about ten light minutes from where we planned to make our jump out.”


  “Understood,” James called out. Sensors train everything we have on this fleet as we go by. Navigation, we’re going to have to cruise out to at least one more light hour from the shift limit before we jump. Start to recalculate our jump if you please.”


  He didn’t want to take the risk that their jump out would be detected by this fleet or another ship that might jump in after it. “Sensors, is there anything you can tell me about this fleet yet?” James queried.


  He had no concern for their safety. Drake was well outside the range at which their radar absorption would be overloaded yet close enough for their passive sensors to get a good read on the Chinese ships as they radiated electromagnetic and heat energy into space.


  “Well, sir, they clearly have no desire to hide,” O’Rourke began as he reviewed the current sensor feed. “The entire fleet has just begun a high acceleration burn. We are getting a clear read on forty-one ships. The computer has classed them as eleven cruisers, including a battlecruiser, twenty smaller combat ships along with eight more freighters. There are also two other ships producing signatures the computer doesn’t recognize. They produced the largest gravimetrical anomaly I have ever seen coming out of shift space. I’m going to tentatively designate one as the new Chinese battleship we have been hearing all about, the other I’m not sure what it is.”


  That pricked James’s interest. The Americans and the French had both begun to construct a new class of ship. Larger than a battlecruiser it was also significantly slower. Yet it traded speed for firepower and the Americans boasted one of their battleships could go up against any two battlecruisers and come away without a scratch. James had put that boast down to American bravado, yet the stats were impressive all the same.


  Their design and production had come after years of pushing by American and French top naval advisors for a larger class of ship capable of taking on a Russian Behemoth. In the last interstellar war, the Russian Space Federation had tried to invade New France and take it for themselves. A joint armada of British, American and German ships had pushed the Russian offensive back but not without loss. The Russians had never been able to source their own valstronium and no one else had wanted to sell them any. As a result they had been forced to build all their spaceships out of nano-carbon alloys. This gave their ships a slower maximum speed and less acceleration than their main rivals. In an effort to reduce these disadvantages the Russians had fully committed to their design philosophy.


  To the amazement of all their rivals, they had secretly constructed a number of what became known as the Behemoth class spaceship in their colonial worlds. Mounting over thirty missiles on each broadside the Behemoths sought to overcome the disadvantage of their weaker armor, with very powerful offensive capabilities. The armada’s ships were able to fly rings around a Behemoth but if they wanted to actually get in close to attack one they had faced a withering amount of fire.


  In response to the defeat at New France, the Russian fleet in orbit around Earth had attacked their British and American counterparts. They had been quickly beaten but not before they had attacked many of the orbital installations of the other space faring powers. Two stray missiles had entered Earth’s atmosphere. One had burnt up on re-entry but the second had impacted in the Philippine Sea. The resulting tidal wave had killed thousands of people in the Philippines and Indonesia. As a result, the UN Interplanetary Committee had banned the Russians from building or basing anything larger than a frigate in the Sol system and every other space faring power had quickly signed up to the Sol Demilitarization Act that banned armed conflict in the Sol system. The committee had also demanded that the Russians pay reparations for the damage done to the Sol system.


  Initially the Russian leaders had made it look like they fully intended to pay the repatriations. However, secretly they had been relocating most of the strategically important Russian population to their colony worlds. Then, once the second installment of their reparations had been due, they had announced they were abandoning Earth for their colonies. It had turned out that their entire government, along with five percent of their population, had been shipped out. Next the Russians offered a lucrative cash incentive for anyone who wanted to relocate to their colonies. This resulted in a mass exodus of the general Russian populace along with not a few volunteers from other countries.


  Today there were a handful of shipping companies which owed their formation to independent freighter owners who had made so much profit shipping colonists into Russian space they had been able to start their own companies. Yet within a year, the Russians had closed their borders and there had been no communication with the rest of the Human Sphere for over twenty-five years.


  At first the other powers had hoped that the Russians would be content to live in peace in their own colonial empire. Yet recent stealth ships sent into the single Russian system that bordered the rest of human space rarely returned. If they came back at all the reports showed a steady buildup of Russian military vessels. The American and French response had been to begin the construction of battleships and China, not to be outdone, had embarked on her own construction program. The RSN however, had opted to continue its focus on battlecruisers. With so many systems to defend, the Admiralty felt that speed and flexibility was still the order of the day. That might just all change if the RSN ever had to go up against the battleship on the main holo-display James was looking at.


  Not wishing to dwell on Chinese strengths James focused back on the matter at hand. “Navigation, have you updated our jump calculations?” James questioned.


  “Yes, sir, we’ll be ready to jump to intercept our drones from V31 and V48 as soon as we finish our deceleration burn.”


  “Very good,” James commented. “We’ll watch this fleet for as long as our passive sensors can get good data on them. Once it’s safe we’ll begin deceleration for our jump to shift space. Then we’re heading home people.”
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    Chapter 7
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      The King or Queen of Britain was the second most powerful person in British politics after the sitting Prime Minister. Their personal wealth alone meant they had considerable clout. The popular support they could control in elections could sway the balance of power in the House of Commons. On top of this, the coalitions they were able to build up in the House of Lords gave the ruling Monarch of Britain significant political influence.
    


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  10 JANUARY, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE SOL SYSTEM


  Thirty-eight days later Commander James Somerville, Duke of Beaufort, was once again seated in the command chair of HMS Drake. He silently rolled his tongue over his full title. When he had left Earth two years ago it had been in disgrace and ignominy. Then his promotion to commander had been a punishment and banishment all rolled into one. Now he was once again able to appreciate the beauty and wonder of the Sol system, a home he hadn’t been sure he would have seen again for decades.


  Sub Lieutenant Fisher had put up the tactical plot on the main holo-display. The Sol system was ablaze with ships. The heaviest traffic was flowing between the mining facilities in the Oort cloud on the edge of the system, the numerous gas-mining stations in orbit around Jupiter and humanity’s Homeworld; Earth itself. There was also significant traffic between Earth and Mars. Highlighting just how important Mars still was to the human race, despite the abundance of more habitable planets amongst the stars. Even after James had surveyed all this traffic, there were still more than a hundred other ships making their way to more out of the way destinations in the Sol system. There were well over three hundred government backed or independent colonies and space stations all within the Sol system. Some built by entrepreneurial miners, others by those who wished to escape the governments of Earth. Others were carrying out research experiments too volatile to be conducted anywhere near a habitable planet.


  Earth was still the center of the growing Human Sphere, the name that had been given to the ever-expanding area of space inhabited by the different space powers. Cultural norms, fashion styles and social trends were all still formed on Earth and then quickly flowed out to the various colony worlds. As the son of a key nobleman, James had grown up with his finger on Earth’s social heartbeat. Along with his friends, he had spent his late teen years frolicking in the joys of wealth, nobility and power.


  Even as he looked at the projection of Earth on one of the secondary displays, he conceded that a little part of him was eagerly awaiting the chance to re-join his peers. Yet he had to admit that the last two years of command had changed him. In fact, if he was honest, a little bit of distance had made him realize that even from his time in the RSN Lunar academy things had begun to change. Parties, clothes, gossip and image had still been a big part of his life but a love and respect for the navy and its traditions had also begun to seep into his psyche. His years as a lieutenant and now as a commander had only served to strengthen his growing identity as a real naval officer. Not just the show he had been putting on to obey his father.


  Keying the ship-wide comms he addressed his crew. “Attention everyone. Before we enter orbit around Earth I wanted to pass on my congratulations to you all. It has been a pleasure to be your commander over the last two years. Your excellence has never been in doubt but your actions and efficiency in the Void served to confirm what I already knew. What’s more I’m glad to report that we have officially made the quickest journey from Cambridge to Earth, we’ll be going into the Admiralty’s record books!”


  He paused to let the crew enjoy the moment before going on, “I’m afraid I have one more request of you. It’s one you’re not going to like. We can’t let the Chinese know that we’ve found out about the Void – at least until the Admiralty decides to let them know. To that end, I’m going to have to postpone any leave until I get permission from higher up. For appearance’s sake we’ll be carrying out a complete system check before any of you can take some shore leave.”


  James felt as if he could hear the crew’s groans through the ship’s nano-carbon bulkheads. Yet he knew they would take it in their stride. Everyone knew the Void would be a game changer. It was essential they not mess up at this stage. They had already succeeded in their first goal, a swift return to Earth.


  After briefly stopping to pick up the recon drones from V31 and V48 James had red lined Drake’s shift drive and impulse engines. He had received angry threats from the system commanders in Cambridge, Britannia and Cook but he had faked collision damage to his comms’ array. As Drake passed through each system on full military power, she had been broadcasting a repeating message informing the system pickets and admirals that she had suffered a collision with an asteroid and was on her way home to Earth for repairs. James wasn’t sure anyone had bought it, but Drake had been going too fast for any of the system pickets to intercept as she skirted the edge of each system.


  “Communications, open up a link to Vulcan,” James requested. As well as the RSN’s main shipyard Vulcan also served as its headquarters. “Contact them on a civilian channel, this isn’t a military matter. Put me in contact with the First Space Lord.”


  Admiral of the Red Jonathan Hugh Somerville was James’ uncle and the First Space Lord of the Admiralty. As such, he was in overall command of the operational functions of the RSN fleet. No doubt the family connection was another barb that constantly pricked Gupta’s barely checked resentment over James’ promotion.


  As Sub Lieutenant Graham opened the channel James recorded the message he wished to send. “Uncle, it will be good to see you tomorrow at Jack’s birthday party. I presume now that I have made it home in time I’ll be getting an invite? Oh, and could you let me know if His Highness is going to be attending. I am very much looking forward to rekindling our acquaintance.”


  After replaying the message to ensure he had convincingly portrayed his warmth for the King, James sent the message over the channel Graham had opened for him.


  “Commander, should I send a situation report to Vulcan through a military channel?” Graham asked after his personal message had been sent.


  “No need, Lieutenant my message will suffice.”


  “Sir,” Gupta began. “You may be the first Space Lord’s nephew, but I hardly think a personal message to him will suffice. Protocol calls for us to send a situation report before we approach Earth.”


  Looking at his second lieutenant James explained himself, “my cousin’s birthday isn’t tomorrow. It was yesterday. We were best of friends growing up. My uncle will know that I would never get his birthday wrong. And besides, do you remember our discussion in the Void of my little problem?” James asked.


  As Gupta nodded her head he continued, “Well the King was the one who personally requested my assignment to a survey ship. Hell will freeze over before either of us will be warmly embracing. My uncle will get the message.”


  Gupta’s face broke out into a confused stare, but she quickly got it under control. The King was behind Somerville’s banishment? She was beginning to realize that she had severely misjudged James’ posting to Drake. Yet if the King wanted rid of James he must have done something awful. Gupta was aware of the disgrace James’ father had brought onto his family and the nobility in general. But that certainly hadn’t affected the First Space Lord’s career so how could it be the reason behind James’ banishment?


  Still, she thought it would look strange if Drake didn’t send any situation report upon their return to Earth. That might draw attention in and of itself.


  “Hanson,” Gupta called out. “Bring up the navigational data on the shift passage to the Void.” As the view of the main holo-display shifted Gupta considered it for a moment. “I want you to create a new navigational file on the passage. Make it look like the passage is a dead end after the minor passage we labeled X37.”


  She turned around to look at her commander who was staring at her searchingly. “Sir, if we don’t send a situation report we’ll look suspicious, especially to any Chinese spies. If we send all our survey data bar the Void no one will want to take a second look.”


  “I take your point Gupta,” James began, “but we’ll be sending a deliberately falsified report to the Admiralty, are you OK with that?”


  When Gupta nodded James smiled. His uncle would most probably be mad at him anyway so what was one more log on the fire?


  “Very well, Graham, make it so.”


  #
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  EVEN BEFORE Drake had docked with Vulcan James found himself summoned to the First Space Lord’s office. Clearly his uncle had guessed he carried some sensitive information.  His request to bring Drake into an isolated section of Vulcan had been permitted.


  Now he was standing outside his uncle’s office awaiting permission to enter. As the doors whooshed open, James walked in noting the various paintings his uncle had hung around his office. They all depicted some form of naval vessel in the midst of battle. There were ancient wooden ships from the days of Nelson, battleships from World War II and then three modern spaceships. James knew that each was one his uncle had commanded. The last was a medium cruiser, small by today’s standards. In the painting it was swooping in on a Russian Behemoth, firing missiles and plasma bolts at the Behemoth’s engines.


  His uncle did not stand to greet him. Instead he waved James into a seat opposite him before giving his nephew a cold stare.


  “I hope you have a very good reason for all the inconsistencies in the report you sent to Vulcan. Your personal message made me go over your report with a fine-tooth comb as Drake decelerated into orbit. According to your survey logs you are missing three days from your collision through to your arrival at Earth. I also had my flag lieutenant have a look over your ship as she was docking. There is no sign of any collision damage.”


  “You are quite right of course,” James said as he handed over the datapad he had brought with him, trying to look calm and composed. “Here is our real survey report. I felt that given the circumstances secrecy was the best approach.”


  “You did?” Somerville asked with more than a hint of sarcasm. He had always thought there was a glimmer of potential in James, but he feared he had too much of his father in him. After the incident with the royal family he had decided James’ future in the RSN would go no further than command of a survey ship.


  After eying the datapad Somerville instead looked back at his nephew, “you give me an overview of what I’m going to find in here.”


  After clearing his throat, he proceeded with the report he had been practicing all the way from the Void. “Well, sir. Drake was surveying a shift passage that led away from Cambridge when we discovered a pocket of space devoid of any dark matter. After a brief survey of the border of the pocket we concluded that it was indeed a dark matter bubble.”


  Inwardly James smiled, he could see his uncle had already slightly shifted forward in his seat. After clearing his throat again, he went on. “The dark matter bubble is approximately twelve light years in diameter and contains fifty-six systems. Our astronomical data from Earth identified five of the systems as having planets in the goldilocks range so we proceeded to survey them before coming back to Earth with the news. Four turned out to be able to sustain human life. Two of them fall within our own borders, the other two are in open space. Out of all the systems only eight actually fall within Chinese space. More important is the system we designated V2. It is one of the systems with a habitable planet in our space. Our survey found significant amounts of valstronium ore on the planet and one of the system’s gas giants has the highest concentration of He3 discovered outside of the Utah system. Our initial projections indicate that if we can develop this one planet alone it will be able to fund our expansion program for the next half century.”


  Before going on James again paused to take in his uncle’s reaction. If anything he looked sterner than when James had begun. Clearly he was trying to control his feelings.


  “But that is not all. When we entered the first system we did so under stealth. I thought that the wisest course of action as we didn’t know anything about the Void or its planets. By chance one of our recon drones managed to pick up a Chinese destroyer lying in stealth in the system. It was patrolling a direct route from the Cambridge shift passage to the habitable planet. What’s more, when we surveyed the habitable system closest to Chinese space, we encountered a light cruiser, three more destroyers and a number of freighters that were constructing a repair and resupply base. On our way out, we then detected another Chinese fleet jumping in. There were over thirty ships and my sensor officer is convinced that one of them was the new Chinese battleship. It is my assessment that the Chinese fully intend to keep the Void a secret and claim it all for themselves. If they do, they will get an advantage over us we may never be able to pull back.”


  James had found himself staring at the closet painting on the wall as he had finished his last couple of sentences. As he looked back to his uncle, his head was bowed deep in thought. The implications of their find were potentially colossal. Ever since the Russian attack on New France, the expansion race had increased three-fold. The nuclear detonation on Earth had reminded everyone that it was foolish to have all their assets on one planet. Further, each space faring nation knew that if it was left behind the military and economic might of their rivals would curtail any further expansion. If any one, space faring power could ring in another with colonies and military bases, there would be no more room for expansion. The UN Interplanetary Committee sought to limit this threat somewhat and give lesser nations an opportunity to found their own colonies. However, the threat still remained. Naval intelligence estimated that China had eighty percent of its survey ships operating around the British border trying to accomplish just that. And if China was willing to ignore the UN, all the success Britain had had over the last two centuries could come to a sharp end.


  Without looking up, Somerville keyed his comms unit and spoke to his secretary. “Janet, I want you to contact Admiral Russell and get him to meet me in my office immediately.”


  As he reached for the datapad, Somerville glanced at James. “You can go out and wait in the receiving room. I need to read this before Russell gets here. I will say this though, it appears you have done a very good job, excellent in fact, but this is over your head now.”


  Nodding, James got up to leave. Admiral Russell was head of the Royal Space Navy Intelligence and had served with Somerville during the New France campaign. James knew Russell was his uncle’s closest friend and rumors around the fleet were always talking about them being as thick as thieves. Together they had successfully steered the RSN’s and Britain’s expansion over the last thirty years.
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  AN HOUR AFTER RUSSELL had entered his uncle’s office James was called back in. Russell then spent twenty minutes grilling James, ferreting out every scrap of information he hadn’t included in his report. Finally, he sat back in his chair and relaxed, clearly satisfied that there was nothing more he could learn.


  His uncle spoke for the first time since James had re-entered the office, “your move with the Chinese destroyer was brilliant – an extreme long shot to be sure but brilliant none the less. Clearly you’ve got more potential in the navy than your father ever intended you to have when he made you apply to the academy.”


  “Thank you, sir, but you are as much to thank for that maneuver as me. I got the idea from one of your sea faring novels. A captain in one of them played a similar trick back in the days of sail and cannons.”


  Russell did not even try to hide a chuckle, “You made the boy read those awful things. They have almost no bearing on historical reality.”


  Ignoring Russell’s comment, Somerville smiled with satisfaction, “Well, I guess those books came in handy after all then. My esteemed colleague and I feel that as you made the discovery you have the right to know what we’re planning. Plus, we’re going to be making extensive use of you in the coming weeks. I have already dispatched a corvette to Britannia warning Rear Admiral Jensen to prepare her fleet for departure.


  We are going to have to form a larger task force from the defenses at Cook and New Edinburgh but that will take time. If our plan is approved, Jensen is going to have to move into the Void first and secure V2 with what she has got.


  As you can guess we don’t plan to just roll over and let the Chinese take what they want. Russell has an idea that might just win us some time. We’re going to have to get you before the UN committee on Interplanetary Affairs though. They have a session tomorrow so if I can pull a few strings expect to be summoned.”


  The comms unit on Somerville’s desk chirped for attention. Reaching over he spoke into it. “Yes Janet, what is it?”


  “Sir, your guests have arrived, shall I show them in?”


  “By all means don’t keep them waiting.” Somerville replied. Looking up he caught James’ eye with a piercing stare. At that exact moment Russell appeared to have grown a sudden interest in one of the wall paintings. “We are about to entertain some distinguished guests. I want you to be on your best behavior. Is that clear, Commander?” His uncle asked him.


  Being caught off guard by the sudden shift, James could only nod.  As the doors opened realization dawned on him. In walked the Prime Minister of Great Britain, closely followed by the King, His Royal Highness King Edward XI


  James had to fight to keep down the anger that welled up inside him. The King was the source of all his problems. If it would not have earned him a court martial and a prison sentence his uncle would already be pulling him off the King. Grinding his teeth, James tried to calm down.


  Noticing James’ difficulty, his uncle stepped in front of him to greet the Prime Minister. “Prime Minister Fairfax,” Somerville said as they shook hands, “it is a pleasure to host you in my private office. “My King, it is good to have you here as well. You all know Admiral Russell, and this is my nephew, Commander James Somerville.”


  The Prime Minister offered his hand to James, but King Edward didn’t move. Before the tension got any higher Somerville showed his two guests to their seats. “As you know this is a highly unorthodox meeting, but matters have arisen that I think need to be dealt with swiftly and in secrecy - at least for now. Commander, can you give us a summary of your discoveries out beyond Cambridge?”


  James had been wondering why he was still here and so he had to shake himself as he turned to his audience. As he was recounting his discoveries one more time he made a point of only addressing the Prime Minister. Finally, after a couple of questions he was allowed to take his seat.


  Somerville then stood and took over. “I think it goes without saying what the Chinese are planning and that we can’t let them control the Void. Russell’s office has managed to identify the large ship Commander Somerville picked up amongst the fleet he observed entering V17. It is their colony ship, Henna. Officially, it left Earth orbit two months ago to carry out some extended space trials. We thought nothing of it, as the Chinese had no colonies to establish. However, it now appears they were already putting in motion plans to claim the entire Void for themselves. To prevent this Russell and I have a plan. The Politburo has made a mistake in not going public with this and it gives us a chance. With your permission here’s what I plan to do.”


  Twenty minutes later their conversation was interrupted by Somerville’s comm beeping again. In frustration he answered, “What is it?”


  “I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but the frigate Surprise has just been sighted approaching Earth. She appears to have significant battle damage and has already sent us a full report. I’ve transferred it to your console.”


  Ignoring his guests Somerville turned to his console and after a few seconds handed Russell his datapad. Both men quickly scanned through the information.


  Russell was the first to look up and break the suspense. “The Chinese have attacked convoy 3.2 as it was returning through Chinese space after visiting the Reading system. All nine of our freighters were lost along with a light cruiser, Resolution, and the flak frigate Renown.”


  “What happened,” interjected the Prime Minister, “our ships have strict orders not to provoke the Chinese.”


  “No blame can lie on Captain Turner,” Russell interjected, “it appears he handled himself well, giving his life trying to protect the convoy. A Chinese fleet jumped into the system just behind our convoy. They were clearly in transit to another destination, as they didn’t try to enter the system’s mass shadow. Yet two fast attack cruisers broke off from the fleet and pursued the convoy as soon as they saw it. Resolution and Renown managed to take out one cruiser before the other destroyed them and the freighters. It seems Commander James isn’t the only one with a trick or two up his sleeve. Commander Lightfoot of the Surprise managed to trick the second cruiser into plasma range and destroy her.


  “What’s more,” Somerville added as he finally looked up, “the fleet they encountered can only be the one James encountered approaching V17 in the Void. The convoy was attacked over five weeks ago. It has taken Surprise this long to creep through Chinese space with all her battle damage.”


  There was a pause in the conversation as everyone imagined the difficulties of commanding a damaged ship through hostile territory for over six weeks. It was a wonder Surprise had made it back at all.


  King Edward broke the silence, “So what does all this mean for your plan then, Admiral?”


  “I’m not sure yet,” Somerville replied, “but I think we can use this to our advantage. If you will excuse me gentlemen I have to deal with this quickly. We need to keep Surprise under wraps until tomorrow if we can.”


  The Prime Minister and King both got up to leave. As Edward XI walked out of the office he paused at the door, looking back at James he left a parting shot. “Don’t think this changes anything, boy.”
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    After the discovery of the shift drive and the Alpha system, international tensions on Earth threatened to spiral out of control. Before the discovery of Beta, Gamma and Delta it appeared that whoever controlled Alpha controlled humanity’s gateway to the stars. The UN Interplanetary Act was passed to try and bring order to the scramble into space. 
  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD
  


  11 JANUARY, 2465 AD | UN INTERPLANETARY OFFICES | NEW YORK


  James sat in his assigned seat next to Commander Lightfoot. From his position he had a clear view of the UN Interplanetary Committee. Each of the thirteen representatives sat in a raised semicircle overlooking the audience chamber. Below them was seating for the various applicant parties. The clear divisions in the seating indicated that the designers had envisioned the committee handling complicated disputes with up to four parties involved. In front of him, occupying most of one of the seating areas sat his uncle, surrounded by a host of his aides and legal representatives. After the formal proceedings that announced the beginning of a session, James watched as his uncle stood and approached the council members.


  “My esteemed fellows, I have two vitally important issues to bring before this committee today. To that end and in agreement with Mr. Blake, the British representative on this council, I wish to present a request for this session to be a Closed Session.”


  After receiving a nod from the Chairman, Somerville returned to his seat. His words had been enough to begin the protocol for holding a closed session. Now he had to wait and watch the cogs of the committee spin into action.


  The UN Interplanetary Affairs committee was made up of representatives from each of the space faring powers, along with four representatives from the long list of countries that had applied for colonies themselves. To hold a closed session of the committee, the proposal needed three representatives to approve the request.


  The committee had been formed after the disputes over the Alpha system had almost erupted into nuclear war back on Earth. The Interplanetary Act had formalized the claiming rights of planets and how future interstellar borders would be drawn up. Over time the power of the committee had grown. They were now responsible for the administration of the Alpha, Beta, Gamma and Delta systems, as well as the colonies at Beta and Gamma. It also provided a mechanism for countries that did not have the ability to fund large exploration fleets to have access to their own habitable worlds. This last function had given rise to the UN Planetary Allocation Lottery. It allowed any sovereign state to apply, provided they could demonstrate they had the financial capability to start and maintain a colony beyond the Sol system. If they passed the checks, they went into the lottery system, the UNPAL.


  The space faring powers had agreed that every third habitable planet they discovered would go to the PAL and be allocated to whoever the lottery system picked. With two exceptions, no class 1 planets would be given away and the space faring powers reserved the right to hold onto strategically important planets. Instead they could offer up another planet as a replacement.


  Somerville had already contacted his direct opposites in the United States Space Fleet and the German Interstellar Marine. The Americans still had a good working relationship with the British, even to the point of sharing R&D projects. The Germans were even more concerned about Chinese military buildup than the British. They also shared a border with China and, having a fleet not even two-thirds the size of the British, the Chinese had been pressing them hard over the last two decades. In the end both representatives had proven easy to persuade. He hoped that both of his counterparts had found the time to ensure their representatives on the committee would cooperate. He hadn’t informed them of his topics for discussion today and so they were operating completely on faith.


  Smiling, Somerville relaxed as the US representative seconded his proposal and the German representative followed suit. The Chairman of the committee, Japanese representative Akiyama, stood and addressed Admiral Somerville.


  “It seems you have gotten your wish, Admiral. I now declare this session closed. No communications with the outside world will be permitted and any information disclosed to the committee will remain confidential until a decision has been reached on whatever matters you are bringing before us.”


  “My thanks Akiyama-Tono,” Somerville replied adding the proper honorific.


  Again, he approached the committee, this time bringing his datapad that allowed him to access the large holo-display in the center of the room.


  “It is with great displeasure that I have to report an act of war by the Chinese Fleet. Exactly forty-six days ago, a Chinese fleet attacked a British convoy returning from a supply run to our colony in the Reading system. A mining colony awarded to us by this committee. The Chinese fleet destroyed a light cruiser, a frigate and eight freighters. A ninth had to be abandoned after the battle. In total 1248 men and women were mercilessly killed.”


  As he had been speaking, Somerville had been watching the Chinese representative. His quickly hidden shock was a clear sign that the Politburo hadn’t informed him about the incident. Somerville couldn’t help looking back at Admiral Russell and winking. If the Politburo had kept their orders to fire on British shipping a secret then maybe they had also kept the Void itself from the Chinese representative.


  “I have with me today, Commander Patrick Lightfoot. He is the commanding officer of the frigate HMS Surprise. With a great deal of skill and not a little luck, he managed to escape from the Chinese attack, rescue the crew of the ninth freighter and get his damaged ship back to Earth. I’m now going to call on him to talk you through the battle.”


  As Lightfoot approached the holo-display Somerville keyed in the command to begin the recording of Surprise’s sensor feeds from the Damang system. Calmly and methodically Lightfoot talked the committee through the entire engagement. Only when he spoke of Resolution and Renown’s charge toward the Chinese medium cruisers did he show any passion.


  The whole chamber watched in silence as Lightfoot finished recounting his ordeal. Somerville had found it impossible not to see himself in the same position with his old ship Adventure. Stuck over sixty light years behind hostile territory, nursing home a heavily damaged ship that had lost its radar absorbing coating. It truly was amazing that Lightfoot had managed to avoid detection all the way back to Earth.


  Finally, after a few brief clarifying questions Lightfoot returned to his seat beside James. Exchanging glances with his peer James readied himself, as he knew he would soon have to repeat Lightfoot’s briefing to the committee. First though, his uncle had to conclude this part of the hearing. As James watched he stood up taking Lightfoot’s place.


  “So there you have it, ladies and gentlemen of the committee,” Admiral Somerville began, “all our evidence has been presented. I wish to request that this committee demand a clarification from the Chinese government regarding their actions and that immediate reparations be paid to the Royal Space Navy and to the families of all the deceased.”


  “Just one moment, Admiral,” Akiyama interrupted. “I think it would be appropriate for us to get an independent review of the information you have presented before we come to any decisions. You and Committee Member Feng Liao may each select one of the military attachés not involved in this dispute to present their view on this incident.”


  Somerville had expected this complication but it didn’t concern him greatly. The evidence spoke for itself. The Chinese approached his convoy first. They fired the first missiles and they refused to acknowledge any of the hails Resolution had sent them throughout the engagement. He could call on almost any of the attachés and expect the same result.


  Just to make that very point, he called for the Argentinian attaché after Feng Liao had requested the Indian. Argentina and Britain had never had the warmest of relationships and it hadn’t defrosted any since both governments had extended their influence to the stars. India too did not enjoy good relations with Britain. They saw the British support for French expansion as a direct threat to their own. In reality, the British saw the French as the best stop gap against Russian aggression and so did all they could to help strengthen France’s colonial empire.


  Somerville tried not to look bored as both the Indian and the Argentinian attachés came to roughly the same conclusions. The Chinese were clearly the aggressors. Without a declaration of war, their actions were illegal under UN law. Reparations were a justifiable demand given the circumstances.


  Satisfied that the first part of his plan was about to be accomplished, Somerville addressed the committee again. “Chairman Akiyama, unless Representative Feng Liao would like to add anything to this hearing I request that the committee move to vote on my request for reparations.”


  Akiyama looked over to Feng Liao and when he didn’t move Akiyama turned back to Somerville. “Very well, we will take a vote on your request.”


  Somerville almost had sympathy for Feng Liao. A closed session meant that the matters presented had to be decided before the committee could retire. Feng Liao had been caught between a rock and a hard place. He couldn’t contact his superiors to warn them about what was going on and, because his superiors had not informed him about the attack on the convoy, he could not present any counter evidence to delay the proceedings.


  As expected, the vote was a foregone conclusion. China did not have any strong allies on the committee and the evidence had been overwhelming. The committee agreed to seek a response from the Chinese government regarding their intentions toward British shipping. They also demanded that reparations be paid for the ships destroyed outside a state of war.


  Taking a deep breath Somerville prepared himself for the next stage. Everything so far had just been building up to this. He hoped the main blow to the Chinese was about to come.


  “Ladies and gentlemen of the committee. I would now like to bring my second matter before you all. As you know, section two point three of the Interplanetary Act stipulates that all discoveries of new systems must be presented and approved by this committee. To that end I wish to inform you that yesterday HMS Drake returned from surveying space beyond the Cambridge system. She returned to report that she had discovered a dark matter bubble containing no less than fifty-six star systems, four of which are habitable.”


  There were audible gasps from some of the aides to the committee members and even from Somerville’s own people. He had informed them about the first order of business but he had been keeping the Void under tight wraps.


  Akiyama took a moment to compose himself and then gestured toward Somerville. “Do go on, Admiral, I think we all want to hear about this.”


  Somerville nodded, “of course, Chairman.”


  Tapping on his datapad brought up a map of the border between Chinese and British space. Cambridge was clearly visible. As Somerville manipulated the map a shift passage appeared linking Cambridge to a large sphere containing fifty-six blinking dots.


  “As you can see this dark matter bubble, which we have been calling the Void, has a diameter of approximately twelve light years. Fifty-six star-systems are contained in the bubble. There are no other known shift passages leading into the bubble although Drake didn’t get a chance to fully survey all of it before Commander Somerville returned to inform us of his discovery.  Speaking of whom, I have brought the commander along to give you a rundown of his findings. You will find all the details in the standard discovery report I am sending to you all now but I thought you would like to get an overview first.”


  Without turning around Somerville motioned for James to come forward. James took this for his cue and so he got up and approached the speaking area in front of the committee.


  As he did with Lightfoot’s presentation, Somerville stood to the side and allowed his subordinate to carry out the presentation uninterrupted. As James went on, Somerville began to relax. Things could have become tricky if Feng Liao had known about the Void and the Chinese presence already there. His silence meant he truly did not know anything and couldn’t question the data his nephew was presenting. Of course it was all true, it just left out a few critical details. The Chinese for one and the extent of the valstronium deposits for another!


  Once James was finished recounting his journey through the Void and no more questions were forthcoming, Somerville nodded to James, giving him permission to return to his seat.


  Then he got up again and stood in front of the committee. “As you can see Chairman Akiyama the significance of this discovery cannot be over stated. I’m sure you’re well aware that my government and I would like to begin expanding our influence into the Void as soon as possible. To that end we would like to offer the planet we have designated as V17 to the Chinese as a sign of peace and goodwill. We do not desire a shooting war between our two nations and we certainly don’t want a repeat of the Damang Incident. Further, we do not think we have the resources to make the best use of three separate habitable worlds. Even though our latest discovery has just gone to Canada via the lottery we would like to offer the habitable planet that falls outside our borders to the lottery fund as well.”


  “That is a very generous offer, Admiral. Can I be assured that you speak for your entire government in this matter?” Akiyama asked.


  “Yes, sir, you can, I have with me a signed document by the Prime Minister and King Edward XI laying out our offer.”


  As he spoke an aide brought the letter to Akiyama.


  “Indeed you do.” Akiyama said after scanning over the letter, “and what then is it that you want in return for this generosity?”


  “Nothing beyond what is expected in these circumstances, Mr. Chairman,” Somerville answered. “It is simply my wish that this committee ratify the division of planets and the new interstellar borders that would result.”


  Tapping his datapad Somerville brought up a new map of the Void and the surrounding Chinese and British territories. The Void was divided into three unequal sections. One, in red, represented what would fall under British ownership if the standard rules of the UN Interstellar Act were applied. Britain would assume control of V2 and V48 along with twenty-six of the other star systems. A flashing white section centered on V34 represented what would be given to whomever won V34 in the lottery. A further fifteen systems fell within the white border. Finally, V17 had been added to Chinese space along with the remaining eleven uninhabitable systems within the Void.


  “Chairman, I must object to this proposal,” Feng Liao interjected before Somerville got a chance to continue.


  “Yes, and why may I ask?” Akiyama said as he turned to face Feng Liao.


  “The British have just claimed that we have carried out an act of war. Why would they then offer us a planet in the Void that the laws of this committee do not demand them to offer?”


  Feng Liao was beginning to sweat very heavily. It was evident that he had figured out the obvious. In his final map of the Void, Somerville had included a wider shot showing the positions of Cambridge, Damang and Reading. It was clear to any half-witted observer that Damang was in close proximity to the Void. If there was a shift passage linking the Void to Chinese space then it would likely connect with Damang. Putting two and two together only came up with one reason for such a large Chinese fleet to be operating in and around Damang.


  Somerville hoped the other representatives would be able to come to the same conclusions themselves. If he had come to the committee with evidence that the Chinese had already discovered the Void they would have had little choice but to offer the two habitable planets that fell outside British space to China, as technically they would have discovered them. Yet, as things stood, China had not announced their discovery. The committee had to act on the basis that the British alone had discovered the Void. And if they could figure out the Chinese knew about it even better.


  The committee usually came down very hard on any breach of the UN Interplanetary Act. If some of the representatives suspected China had covered up their discovery of the Void, they would not react favorably. Certainly Somerville hoped that the more astute representatives would realize that the British generosity was actually a ploy to wrestle away control of the Void from the Chinese without having to resort to war.


  “Do go on committee member Feng Liao. I hope you have a better reason for objecting than the British are being too generous.” Chairman Akiyama said sarcastically.


  Feng Liao frantically looked around for help but none seemed to be forthcoming. “They are up to something, can’t you all see that?” He shouted rising to his feet.


  Chairman Akiyama stared at Feng Liao until he took his seat. “Thank you committee member Feng Liao, I hope that is going to be your first and last outburst or I will have to ask you to leave this meeting. Now, unless Feng Liao or anyone else has other information that they feel should delay our vote on this issue, I believe the time for a decision has come. The British offer is indeed very generous and I see no reason not to accept all their suggestions.”


  The voting itself took another forty-five minutes, all of which Somerville spent laying plans for the future. He didn’t think the Chinese would take his little coup lying down. He had already made as much preparations as he could before this meeting but now that things would be out in the open he would have to act swiftly. His one advantage was time. On a zoomed out map of shift space the distance between Earth and the Void was roughly the same through Chinese or British space. Yet zoomed in things were different.


  The shift passages that connected Wi, the nearest inhabited Chinese system, to Damang and Damang to Reading were particularly narrow and twisted. It typically took the convoys over a week to traverse the two shift passages. RSNI didn’t know exactly where the Chinese shift passage to the Void matched up with known Chinese space yet even a conservative estimate gave the British a week advantage in sending messages to the Void. Somerville planned to use it ruthlessly. He would have a British fleet in orbit around V2 before the Politburo could even get a message to their fleet in the Void, let alone send in reinforcements.


  By the time Somerville had surveyed all the RSN deployments, looking for some more ships he could reassign, the voting was coming to an end. As expected, the motion passed almost unanimously. The Brazilians and Argentinians had abstained, yet with only the Chinese and Indians opposing the proposal passed into law.


  Somerville could not help but smile. Usually the bureaucracy of Earth and British politics was the bane of his existence. This time he had been able to manipulate the setup of the UN committee in his favor. From the beginning, the committee had been structured to allow decisive decisions to be made to stop any confrontations coming to a head. Now it meant the Chinese had been unable to react to his plan before it was too late.


  After Akiyama delivered the committee’s decision Somerville again approached the committee members. “Sir, I have one more request before we adjourn.”


  “Yes, Admiral, what else could you possibly have to bring before us?” Akiyama asked in annoyance. The meeting had already run well past lunch.


  “Don’t worry chairman; the Void was my last surprise. I would simply like to request that the recordings of this committee meeting be immediately released to the public.”


  At this Feng Liao jumped off his seat shouting, “that is out of the question you insolent....”


  Before he could finish, Akiyama cut off the feed from Feng Liao’s mic, although almost everyone still heard the expletive that followed.


  Pretending he had heard nothing, Somerville pressed on, “My legal aides assure me that under section seven point eight of the Interplanetary Law a supplicant to this committee may request that the proceedings of a closed committee meeting be made public. I know this section does not normally apply where armed conflict has taken place. However, subsection three does specify that the committee chairman may waive this restriction if the armed conflict was an unprovoked act of aggression and the victim agrees to waive their confidentiality.”


  “I must say,” Akiyama began, “this is highly unusual given that you were the one who requested this meeting be a closed session in the first place. Yet, your actions are perfectly in accord with the Act governing this committee so I’m going to grant it provided we can adjourn now?”


  “By all means Mr. Chairman, I am as eager for lunch as you are.”


  “Very well, permission to publicize this closed meeting is granted,” Akiyama said, as he brought down his ceremonial hammer closing the meeting.


  Before turning to leave the chamber Somerville could have sworn that Akiyama had winked at him. The sly dog, he thought as he collected Russell, Lightfoot and his nephew, he knew what was happening all along.


  “Well,” he said to the three other men outside the chamber, “it seems we got everything we wanted. Let’s just hope the rest of our plans go as smoothly.”
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      While the significance of the discovery of the Haven colony went largely unnoticed at the time, the brewing Void War having taken precedence, its discovery would prove to have a more long-lasting impact on human expansion into space than even the discovery of the Void itself.
    


    


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  11 JANUARY, 2465 AD | NEW YORK


  After the UN hearing, James invited Lightfoot for a drink in a local bar. The UN Interplanetary Committee was based in New York alongside the other UN administrative buildings. James had heard of this bar from other RSN officers. Lightfoot had politely declined; citing all the work he had to do in overseeing the repairs of Surprise as an excuse.  James didn’t blame him, if Drake was damaged he wouldn’t want to leave her until he had seen his ship put back together. Still, he decided to go on his own. He needed some time alone to think.


  On the news screens scattered around the bar a number of reporters where excitedly talking about some recent news. James immediately focused on the reports. It seemed that a French exploration ship had discovered a lost colony. Or at least they had made contact with a ship from the colony in another star system.


  In the years before the shift drive had been discovered almost one hundred sub light speed colony ships had been sent out into space. A few had been rediscovered after the discovery of the shift drive. Almost all of them had managed to establish small colonies on habitable worlds however, they had all been struggling. Other colony ships had left no sign of themselves even after the planets they had set off for had been linked into the expanding Human Sphere. Still others were presumed lost forever, the dark matter near the systems having been mapped without any way to actually get to the planets being found. If the colonies had proved successful there was no way of finding out short of sending in a sub light speed ship. Such a trip could take decades, and no one was interested in volunteering for such a mission.


  It had been over one hundred years since the last lost colony was reconnected to human space. As the exploration ships of the space faring powers headed deeper into outer space they had long since passed the point where the first sub light speed colony ship sent from Earth could have reached. Many stories and holo-dramas had sprung up around the possibility of encountering another human planet, one that had been separated from the Human Sphere for over three hundred years. No one quite knew what to expect. Would the rest of humanity be welcomed with open arms? Or would a whole new culture have developed hostile to the rest of mankind?


  Well, it seems as if we’re going to find out James thought. The French exploration ship had made contact with a human shift drive capable ship over seventy light years from Earth. That was well beyond even the new Canadian system of Quebec. The ship had claimed to be from Haven. However, the reporters were not reporting the location of the colony. That was strange, wherever it was, it must be closer to Earth than where the two ships had met. That meant there was an entire network of shift passages that would lead closer back toward Earth out there.


  One news reporter had shifted her focus to a wealthy billionaire called Harold Maximilian. He had set out back in 2198 with thirty thousand volunteers in a colony ship he had largely funded himself. His writings, she was reporting, spoke of a planet free from overbearing governments and nanny states. It seemed like the holo-drama writers might just be getting everything they wished for. If this colony had developed the shift drive independently of Earth it clearly had a good tech base. If they still carried the independent philosophies of its founders then it wouldn’t be rushing into the arms of one of the space faring powers. James made a mental note to look up all the data he could through military channels once he got back to Vulcan and Drake. This was going to throw a whole new dimension into the interstellar politics of Earth. How would the UN Interplanetary Committee react to a colony that wanted its independence? Whatever the finer details, the discovery was likely to throw off all the RSN exploration deployments. There was going to be a rush to survey the space around this new colony.


  Sitting back in his chair, James dwelt on the implications for a few minutes before he stretched and looked around the room. A short, blonde woman in a dark, tight fitting uniform caught his attention. He had noticed her coming in and now she was staring straight at him. Judging by her facial features she couldn’t be more than twenty-two or three, certainly not old enough to command a spaceship. That was strange he thought; junior officers were rarely called to the UN so what was she doing in New York?  Sighing, James nodded to the woman, signaling to her that it was OK to intrude upon his solitary drink.


  “Good afternoon, Commander, my name is Lieutenant Ricks. I’m with the RSNI attached to their UN section here in New York.”


  Nodding, James realized that the uniform was almost identical to that worn by Admiral Russell only without the rank insignia. Clearly on Earth the RSNI wanted to keep the feeling of being in uniform without drawing too much attention to themselves.


  “Admiral Russell sent me to keep an eye on you. He said I was to allow you to enjoy your drink but not to let you talk to anyone else.”


  “He did, now, did he? And what would happen if I decided I wanted to strike up a conversation with a beautiful French or Spanish captain as I enjoyed my drink?” James asked.


  Smiling Lieutenant Ricks reached up and undid the top two buttons of her uniform. “We are taught many skills during our training to enter RSNI, I’m sure I could manage to play the part of a jealous girlfriend without too much difficulty.”


  Chuckling, James lifted his lager and finished it in one gulp. “I guess there’s no point staying around here too long then, you’ll just spoil my fun. Do you want to accompany me to the shuttle docks?”


  “My orders are to see you off, Commander, so I go where you go,” she replied.


  “Very well then, there’s nothing else keeping me here.” James said as he stood.


  Looking up at the news screens as he walked out, James happily noted that every reporter had forgotten about Haven. They were all playing the footage Admiral Russell had released to the press of Surprise coming in to dock with Vulcan, her battle damage plain for all to see.


  #
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  11 JANUARY, 2465 AD 0630 Hours | Petworth, West Sussex


  Major Samuel Johnston RSNM, retired, was cooking breakfast for his wife who was still in bed. The sausage, eggs and bacon were done; he was just waiting for the toast to pop when he heard a loud knocking on his door.


  He groaned inwardly. Even though he had been out of the Royal Space Navy Marines for fifteen years he knew that strong measured knock. Someone with armed forces training was at his door. He had seen the news reports last night about what was being called the ‘Damang Incident.’ His wife had been concerned but Samuel had reassured her. The facts just didn’t add up. There was no reason for the Chinese to attack a British convoy coming from Reading! If there was going to be war, it would be announced with a much bigger battle. Yet why was someone at his door?


  As he pressed the command to open the door, his suspicions were confirmed. Despite their civilian dress, the man and woman standing before him were unmistakably armed forces. The man, in his mid-thirties had obviously tried to select baggy clothing to hide his physique but to Johnston’s trained eye his lean muscled body couldn’t be completely hidden. The woman looked much younger, barely past twenty Johnston guessed. While she didn’t have a muscled body that suggested she was a marine or an army soldier she did carry herself with a poise that indicated she had some martial combat training. Her body language also shouted the fact she was junior to her partner and was deferring to him.


  After giving Samuel a brief look over, the man stepped forward. “Major Johnston?”


  “Retired,” Samuel answered.


  “Yes of course. We’re here on behalf of RSNI, do you mind if we come in? My name is Mr. Jones, and this is my associate Sub Lieutenant Becket.


  “If you must I suppose, my wife is still sleeping though.”


  As his two visitors sat at the kitchen table Samuel poured them both tea from the kettle he had been boiling for his wife. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit? Anything to do with that battle we’re hearing about on the news?”


  “You could say that,” Jones said, “We have need of your services.”


  “Just hold on there one minute. I hung up my boots fifteen years ago and I have no desire to come back. I gave the marines forty years and I intend to give my wife forty more in return for her faithfulness to me.”


  “Yes, of course we understand that,” Jones began in a conciliatory tone. “If you will just hear us out. We are not requesting that you come back to the marines. The RSNI wants to offer you a three-month contract. We have need of your expertise and we would like to hire you on a short-term basis.”


  “And what exactly does the RSNI want with me?” Johnston asked.


  “I’m afraid we can’t give you any real details unless you agree to sign the contract. What I can say is that you will be going off world, you’ll be working with and training Marines and we don’t think you’ll be needed any longer than three months.” Jones replied. “You’ll be embarking on an RSN ship, which is why Sub Lieutenant Becket is here. If you agree to join us she’ll prepare your things to be transported aboard her ship.”


  As Johnston studied Becket more closely she smiled at him. Turning back to Jones he asked, “And what is in this for me?”


  “Well, for a start we’re offering you a very attractive salary for the three months and a similar rate for any additional months you may wish to remain in our employ. Of course, any astute observer might see the connection between this offer and recent news events. You can be assured that if you accept you will be serving your country.” Jones answered.


  “And when do I have to give you my decision?”


  “This is a time sensitive mission, so we need to know within the hour. We can give you that time to think it over and talk it through with your wife, if you want.  If you agree though, we will have to leave in one hour from now.”


  “OK, well you can leave the contract with me and I guess I will see you in an hour,” Johnston said, already considering what his wife would say.


  “Thank you for your time, Major, I hope you make the right decision. We’ll call back in an hour,” Jones said as he got up to leave. Becket followed him out of the kitchen and then out of the house.


  Flicking through the contract Johnston groaned, it seemed like the RSNI’s offer was too good to be true. Certainly he could use the money and he was as much a patriot as the next man. Yet letting the RSNI get its hands on you was almost never a smart move.


  He looked up as his wife walked into the kitchen in her nightgown. “Did I hear voices?”


  “I’m afraid so dear, we have had visitors from RSNI.”


  “RSNI?” his wife asked with a hint of concern.


  “Yes, they want me to go work for them for three months. I have the contract here. They won’t tell me what I’ll be doing but they are willing to pay handsomely.”


  His wife’s concern visibly grew, “Does this have something to do with the attack on that ship? What was she called, the Surprise?”


  “I think that is a safe bet,” he chuckled.  “I guess I may have been wrong after all, what do you think of their offer?”


  His wife paused for a moment to think. Walking round she sat on her husband’s lap and looked him in the eyes.


  “As much as I have enjoyed having you at my beck and call, we both know we need the money. But more importantly, I know you. If this is important, you can’t turn your back on it. If there is going to be trouble with China then the best way you can protect me is by going. We both know that.”


  Samuel looked at his wife with pride. Deep down he knew he was thrilled at the prospect of sinking his teeth into something again. He hadn’t wanted to leave his wife. Yet, instead of having to talk her around, she was sending him out. Leaning in he kissed her deeply, giving expression to his pride.


  As they broke their kiss, Johnston handed her the contract to look over. After a few minutes she put it down. “They really are offering to pay you well, aren’t they?” she said.


  “Yes, this Damang incident must have been more important that I thought. I think we need to talk contingencies. Your sister has been inviting you out to visit her at Cook for months now. I think maybe you should contact her about taking a trip out there while I am gone. If things turn nasty between London and Beijing then Cook is a much safer place. Plus, you won’t get bored and lonely while I’m gone. What do you think?”


  Jackson watched as his wife considered it. “Well,” she began, “I’ve wanted to see the new village they are setting up. And you know I’ve always loved to fish. Your pay will certainly cover the cost of getting a passenger freighter out to Cook. Plus, having something to do will help keep me from worrying about you too much. How long until you have to leave?”


  “They only gave me one hour to decide,” Johnston replied. “If I say yes then I’ll have to go with them right away.”


  “In that case you better sign that thing quickly,” his wife said. She was pulling him to his feet and toward the stairs to the bedroom before he had even set the pen down.


  #
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  11 JANUARY, 2465 AD 1000 Hours | Beijing China


  Once again Na Zhong, the Minister for Exploration, found himself looking around at his fellow Politburo members. Thankfully this time he didn’t have any new information to share and so he was not the focus of attention. Instead, the second most powerful man sitting around the table, the Minister for Development, Wen Xiang, was speaking.


  “This is totally unacceptable, worse, this is a blunder of the greatest magnitude. The UN may be a puffed-up group of babbling fools but the other powers respect its rulings and the general public follow its decisions through the news outlets. How could we not have a more competent representative on the committee? And how could we not have informed him of our discovery of the Void? This is not going to end well for us now.”


  In frustration, Wen smashed his hands down on the table and sat down with a thump. The Defense Minister looked over to Chang and when Chang nodded he got up to speak.


  “We were all here when we voted to keep this from our diplomatic services. That included our UN representative. I will admit that yesterday’s events were a blind spot to us. No one here thought the British would claim the discovery of the Void for themselves. Everything we have on their exploration efforts indicated that it would take them anywhere from one to three years to find the Void. But even if they had, we were expecting a formal protest at the UN, not a declaration of discovery.”


  Chang smiled, he didn’t think Quin’s speech would dissuade those on the Politburo who shared Wen’s anger. However, he wanted to move the meeting on, not spend time dwelling in the past. Politburo politics were complicated. If he were to cut off Wen and try to move on it would have cemented the resolve of those who wished to vent their anger. Instead, he could now cut off his own ally and no one would see it as a slight.


  “That’s all very good Minister Quin,” he began. “The real question at hand however is what do we do now? We must all take some blame for yesterday’s blunder. But today we must limit the damage as much as possible. Can you give us a rundown of the current military situation instead?”


  “Well, as everyone knows, we sent elements of the third fleet into the Void. They should have arrived approximately seven weeks ago, though, as yet, we haven’t heard anything from High Admiral Zheng He. Prior to this, we had a light cruiser and four destroyers stationed in the Void. With third fleet now stationed there the numbers have risen to one battleship, one battlecruiser, ten other cruisers and nineteen screening units. I fully expect the British to begin to move elements of their fleet into the Void to protect the planets the UN committee have awarded them. We will enjoy military superiority for the immediate future, however, that is likely to change. The British enjoy almost a two-week communication advantage over us to the Void. They could already have orders out moving ships into the Void and we can’t even warn Admiral Zheng before their ships will begin to arrive. I’m confident our High Admiral can deal with anything the British initially send into the Void. In the long term though he is going to need some help.”


  “And what were these ships doing when the British survey ship was in the Void anyway?”  Wen asked.


  Clearly he was not going to give up as easy as Chang hoped.  “Have we even heard a report back from the Void informing us of any British activity?” he continued.


  Every eye looked to Quin. “No, I’m afraid not.” He began, “however, the time lag means that we wouldn’t be expecting any communication from the Void for probably another three days if they have detected any British ships.”


  Chang felt it was time to take over. “Because of our disadvantage in communications, I would like to purpose that we immediately send reinforcements to High Admiral Zheng. As Quin said, he should be able to deal with anything the British initially send into the Void.  Nevertheless, it is going to become a race to see who can funnel in the most ships first.”


  “Wait a minute,” Na said as he stood.


  Chang looked at him with clear disdain.


  Trying to ignore Chang’s look Na continued. “You are talking as if war is inevitable. Surely we could be talking to the British and working something out. They have already shown us that they are willing to share the Void. If we go to the UN and reveal that we discovered the Void first we will get a slap on the wrist true. But they will also have to recognize our right to the Void. We can demand that we get two planets, give one to the UNPAL and one to the British. That way we will control the Void and sidestep a costly and pointless war. Space is a big place, there should be room for all of us.”


  This time it was Wen who interjected and when he spoke, Na knew his voice on the Politburo was about to lose even the meager weight he carried. “The time for politics had passed. We have made some colossal mistakes so far, but, as we agreed months ago, the Void must not be allowed to fall into British hands. Nothing has changed that. And besides, if I understand Quin right, High Admiral Zheng already has orders to engage any British shipping in the Void. For all we know war could be raging there as we speak. What I want to know is what the British are going to do.  Minister for Foreign Affairs?”


  Minister Fen was known for his bouts of anger but, unusually, he had kept himself under control so far. “I would think that would be obvious,” he said. “We have carried out an unprovoked attack on one of their convoys and killed over a thousand of their people. The public opinion in Britain and its Sol holdings have truly galvanized against us. The images of that battered ship Surprise coupled with the joy over the discovery of the Void have firmly set the public’s mood against letting us have anything. There have already been protests outside the British parliament against offering us one of the planets in the Void.”


  “And even if the public was against any form of retaliation, Admiral Somerville would still be plotting against us.” Quin added, “He is a veteran of the New France Campaign and our intelligence reports on him suggest that he isn’t likely to back down from a fight.”


  “So there you have it,” Chang summarized as he stood. “We have no other option but to forge ahead with our plans. War with Britain has been looming over us for decades now, we cannot allow them to go on enjoying the expansion and economic success they have had. We have toed the line of the UN for too long. It no longer serves our best interests to obey them blindly. It’s time to take a stand, to establish China as an independent power once again. No one will dare attack us here on Earth. If they did it would turn into a nuclear bloodbath that would envelop the whole UN. The Void has given us a chance to smash the British fleet away from Earth and the intervention of the other powers. If we can smash their fleet it will take them decades to recover and by then we will have left them far behind. Our course of action is set. I expect all of you to go back to your ministries and prepare to transition into a war footing. The UN regulations prevent any form of open hostility within the Sol system. We will abide by those laws, as they will serve us as much as they will the British. However, every other colonial world must be made ready for war. Is that understood?”


  As every head of the senior Politburo ministers around the table nodded Chang sat down. With a wave he motioned Quin to his feet, “Minister Quin, can you share some of the military plans we have ready to put into action?”


  #
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  11 JANUARY, 2465 2300 Hours | HMS Drake | Docked At Vulcan Shipyard


  James sat at his desk in his private quarters aboard Drake. He had been reviewing the RSNI’s report on the battle at Damang. They had completed their analysis of the Chinese weapons and tactics and produced a number of recommendations for RSN commanders as well as a new force analysis. The RSN fleet centered around ten battlecruisers and a further eighty heavy, medium and light cruisers. The Chinese had their battleship, eight battlecruisers and an estimated ninety-six other cruisers. On paper, the Chinese fleet out massed the British by almost twenty percent. Yet the Damang Incident had demonstrated that British technology could begin to undo this imbalance. James was sure the Chinese would be furiously working to negate the British advantages while RSNI would be trying just as hard to find new ways to ensure the British stayed ahead.


  Closing down the RSNI report he switched to a memo from his accountant. Andrea Clements was an old friend from the academy. They had been unlikely friends. Andrea was from the slums on Mars while James was the son of a Duke. However, she had been a computing whiz kid and James had respected her skills, especially when it came to getting up to mischief. She, in turn, had seen James’ friendship as an opportunity. Being from a poor background she had not had the contacts or support she needed. As well as being a computing whiz kid she also had a passion for numbers and wanted to start up her own investment company. The academy and her subsequent four years as an ensign and then sub lieutenant had simply been her way of overcoming her background. No one would respect a kid from the slums. But a graduate of the RSN Lunar Academy who had four years of military service was another matter. She now commanded enough respect and social standing to head up her own company and deal with the other major players in interstellar finance.


  During their academy years James had watched her turn her family’s meager earnings into a small fortune by their standards. Soon after he had begun to send some of his father’s trust fund money her way. They had parted company when they had been assigned to different ships after the academy, but he had continued to help fund her investment ventures. After the death of his father James had found himself inheriting the family property and business. James had been shocked to find out his father had gambled away most of the wealth his family had once been renowned for. Immediately, he had placed Andrea in charge in the hope she could salvage something. It had turned out to be a prudent move for within weeks he had been banished to exploration duty aboard Drake.


  Less than a week after his father’s death, news had hit that he had left the Dukedom of Beufort in serious debt. Almost all the companies were insolvent, and James had been forced to sell much of the family’s stock portfolio in order to stave off disaster. Even so, in the end almost sixty thousand workers had lost their jobs. The news stories, protests and calls for an investigation had lasted for weeks.


  Initially, James had not been too surprised when he had found out he was to inherit the family assets. His elder brother was an irredeemable drunk. James had never got on with his father, but he had thought his father did not want the family fortune to be drunk away. However, when the news broke he finally understood. His father had not been able to live with the shame, but he had no problem with his second son having to.


  Over the last two years James had received sporadic updates from Andrea. She had used his remaining stock investments to balance the books on many of the larger established companies James had inherited. Then she had sold them off one by one, ploughing the money from their sale back into his smaller businesses and investment opportunities Andrea had identified. She had slowly allowed them to grow again, before they too were sold off. What was left was a core group of businesses and investments in enterprises Andrea deemed to have the best long-term futures. Judging by the most recent update, they were already beginning to turn a handsome profit and Andrea was already looking for further opportunities.


  During his exile, James had also been happy to note that Andrea’s business had been slowly growing. His Dukedom was still her largest client, but she had been steadily building up a long list of medium size clients. This also benefited James as he had provided Andrea with a large part of her startup capital. He was a silent partner in her business.


  Before closing the report, he wrote a quick message to her. He wanted to let her know that she was to reinvest his reward for the discovery of the Void back into the companies that would be awarded the development rights. That was as far as he could go without coming close to a charge of insider trading. Technically, he was not telling her to invest any of their personal wealth. The RSN reward scheme allowed recipients to reinvest a percentage of their reward back into the system they discovered at attractive rates. Often this opportunity wasn’t taken up, but James knew valstronium had been discovered there. He had a feeling the Void was going to become very profitable. He hoped Andrea would be able to read between the lines and direct more of his wealth toward the Void as opportunities arose.


  The comms’ unit on his desk began to flash, telling him that a low priority message was awaiting his attention from the bridge. Activating the comms’ unit, he contacted the officer on watch, thankful for the distraction. “Lieutenant Fisher, there is a message for me?”


  “Yes, sir, an intelligence officer showed up at the docking hatch with Vulcan. He said he had a message for your eyes only. He passed on a datapad; it’s waiting for you at your command chair. Apparently the datapad has to link into the chair for it to activate,” Fisher explained.


  “Thank you, Lieutenant, I’ll be up presently.”


  As curiosity got the better of him he abandoned the report he was reading and headed for the bridge.
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    Chapter 10


    


  

Reunion
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    Despite the tensions between the spacefaring powers because of the colonial race, the First Interstellar Expansion Era was one of relative peace. Devoid of the interspecies commotion, dread and often panic that would overshadow the end of the First Interstellar Expansion Era, the public of the Human Sphere loved a scandal. In Britain the politicians and nobility were almost always at the center of this attention.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  13 JANUARY, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | DOCKED AT VULCAN SHIPYARD


  James had debated putting on the dress uniform he had worn in New York. In the end he had settled for his standard commander’s tunic. The intelligence officers probably wouldn’t want him drawing too much attention to himself. The datapad had summoned him to a secret meeting aboard the starbase Gemini. Gemini was a semi-independent starbase, used by shipping lines to load and unload shipments of cargo and passengers. As it was in geosynchronous orbit over Europe, it mainly served the European powers. Britain had a substantial stake in the starbase and operated some of its private levels. Even so, it was strange that he had to leave Vulcan to have a meeting with RSNI.


  The message he had received last night said a shuttle would be waiting for him in shuttle bay seven on board Vulcan. It also stipulated that he was to leave Drake at exactly 0700 hours and head straight for the shuttle bay.


  As James walked through the docking hatch, he thought it strange that the RSNI security detail was nowhere to be seen. Officially in place to protect Drake from infiltrators who may try to steal her information about the Void, they also ensured that no one from Drake could leak the same information. Shrugging, he walked the fifteen minutes to shuttle bay seven.


  Inside there was only one shuttle. A single pilot sat in the cockpit, wearing a tight fitting non-descript uniform. Her size and demeanor led James to think she was some kind of security officer. On their flight over to Gemini he couldn’t get any information out of her confirming his suspicions.


  As they docked, again in a deserted docking bay, and another similarly dressed officer escorted him into an adjacent meeting room. There he was told to wait, and someone would be in to see him shortly. At this point James was beginning to get nervous. He had never heard of the RSNI acting this way. If Admiral Russell or one of his subordinates wanted to see him they could have just met in Vulcan or ordered him to the Ripley buildings; the ground offices of the Admiralty in London.


  The whine of the door opening alerted James that someone had finally come to see him, and he quickly turned to see who it was. All his apprehension fled. In less than a second he was on his feet and rushing toward the figure that had just entered the room. Reaching out his arms he caught her as she threw herself upon him.


  “It has been too long,” James heard her whisper as she buried her face in his shoulders.


  After almost two minutes James gently prized her off his shoulder. Holding her face, he looked down into her eyes and smiled the widest smile of his life. Slowly he leaned in and gently kissed her lips. As he began to pull back she reached over his shoulder and placed her hand on the back of his head. Forcefully, she pulled his lips back toward hers.  At the same time, she moved her own lips up to kiss him with a vigor that startled him.


  She placed her other hand on James’ chest and began to guide him backwards, never breaking their kiss. Before James knew it, he had fallen back into a seat and she was above him straddling his legs. After another few moments of passionate kissing this time she broke the embrace. Looking down at James she mimicked his smile from before and then moved in to kiss him even more passionately.


  Forty-five minutes later James sat with Princess Christine Anne Elizabeth Windsor, second in line to the British throne, on his lap. He was slightly embarrassed that they had let their passions get the better of them. They were in a public meeting place after all. But even so he had no regrets, it had been two years since he had last held the love of his life.


  “There were times when I lost all hope of seeing you again. Two years in a survey ship out beyond Cambridge felt like an eternity away. How did you manage to pull this off?”


  Before answering Christine gave him another hug. “I had begun to despair too. I thought my father would keep you out there until your ship broke apart from rust.”


  Smiling devilishly she continued, “The head of my security thinks I am meeting a daughter of an American senator who wanted my advice. I told him she was in some personal trouble that was of a delicate nature. I managed to get him to order his subordinates to allow me to arrange a meeting without them knowing expressly who it was with. As long as you were unarmed they were to let you in.”


  At the last sentence her cheeks had reddened slightly. “I’m afraid they insisted on having a live video stream of the room to make sure I remained safe.”


  “What?” James asked with incredulity as he looked around the room. “You mean someone has been watching us the whole time?”


  This time her cheeks really reddened. “I didn’t think we would get so carried away, but moment got the better of me!” She said as her devilish grin returned.


  “But if someone was watching your father will eventually find out. There is no way you can stop all of your security detail from talking.” James warned.


  “Don’t you see though? Everything has changed.” Christine countered. “We don’t need to fear my father anymore. Yes, everyone knows your name,” she delicately said trying to avoid saying James’ father’s name. “Yet now they know it for a different reason. Your face is on all the news outlets as the one who discovered the Void. You are already making a new name for yourself. You could take your reward from making the discoveries, reinvigorate the businesses your father ran into the ground and re-establish the Dukedom of Beufort as a major economic force. My father would have to take you seriously then.”


  Stroking her hair, James ran his hand down to her neck. Hanging there she had a heart shaped locket. James opened it to reveal a small picture of a red rose.


  “You still have it?” He asked her.


  “Of course, my love. No one will ever take it from me.”


  “Good,” he replied with a smile as he leaned in to gently kiss her again. “I’m afraid I have already met your father since my return. He and the Prime Minister came to my uncle’s office to hear my report. It certainly didn’t seem like he has changed his mind. In fact, he went out of his way to let me know nothing has changed.”


  Christine bowed her head to stare at the ground for a moment. As James watched, a small tear left her eye and ran down her cheek to touch her mouth. Wiping her cheek, she gritted her teeth and looked back at James.


  “My father is a stubborn man but that just means we have to be stubborn too. One way or another he is going to have to realize that what we have isn’t going to pass in a month, a year, or even a decade. He can send you to the outer reaches of space again if he wants but I promise you, I’m not going to give up on us.”


  James couldn’t stop himself from kissing her again. He didn’t care who was watching, this might be his last chance to see her in person before her father tried to part them again.


  When their lips parted, Christine tried a different approach. “Maybe you could retire from the navy. You could invest in the Void; become the champion of our colonial efforts there. That would get you world recognition and praise. If you made a success of one of the colonies you would get a lot of political power as well. That way our marriage would be advantageous to my father. I know what he is thinking. He wants me to marry for politics, not for love.” As she spoke Christine clenched her fists, betraying the suppressed anger that had been building up over the years. There had been countless arguments between her father and her about her future, even before she had met James.


  “Never worry my love.” James soothed her. “We’ll figure something out. If I can continue to progress up the chain of command, your father will have to take me seriously.”


  “I know,” she said. “But we have already been waiting for years. How much longer are we going to have to wait? I want to start our life together now, not in ten years.”


  Silence descended on the room as they both held each other, thinking of the future. After more than ten minutes of just enjoying being so close, Christine spoke up. “Let’s talk about something different. Tell me about the last two years. Are you enjoying commanding a spaceship?”


  James didn’t reply immediately as he reflected on the last two years. His feelings about the RSN were constantly changing, initially, when his father had sent him to the RSN academy, he had looked on the whole experience as a joke. He had grown up as the second son of one of the wealthiest nobles in all of Britain. He had always dreamed of having a bigger role to play in the world than serving as a lieutenant out in the far reaches of space. Slowly over the four years of training he had come to see that there was a much stronger sense of family in the RSN than he had ever experienced at home. He was actually able to earn the respect of his tutors and, in time, develop real friendships with them and his classmates. Indeed, it was through his tutors that he also began to see the significance of the RSN and the pride that ran through it. In reality, the navy was the only thing standing between a continued British presence in space with all the wealth and freedom that came with it and another space power coming in and taking everything Britain had spent the last four hundred years building.


  Then, as he had spent his first two years after graduating aboard HMS Percy as an ensign he had his first taste of real responsibility. Growing up, his entire life had been one big party where he was always at the center. In hindsight James knew he had been a spoilt brat. What the academy had not been able to drive out of him, the captain of HMS Percy had finished; he had ruthlessly forced his new ensigns to grow up and live up to the responsibilities they had been entrusted with. For the first time in his life, James had found himself actually feeling like he was doing something worthwhile.


  After attaining his promotion to sub lieutenant James’ responsibilities had continued to grow. It was only then he had seriously begun to consider the possibility of continuing a long-term career in the navy. That had only been cemented when he met Christine. He had fallen in love overnight and James knew that if he were to have a serious chance of marrying her he would need to be seen as a respectable consort to a princess, even if she was only second in line to the throne. His party boy past would not have been acceptable and so throwing himself into the navy gave him his best chance of getting what he wanted.


  When the news of his father’s misdeeds had broken, the navy had also offered him a refuge. Aboard the battlecruiser HMS Lion, where he had reached the lofty rank of third lieutenant his family problems hadn’t changed anything. His colleagues and subordinates already knew and respected him as an officer. His father’s fraud and subsequent suicide had meant he had not been able to set foot anywhere on Earth without being surrounded by journalists. Only in the navy had he found peace and normality when the rest of Britain was calling for answers and even that justice be dished out to the rest of the Somerville family.


  Then Christine’s father had found out about their relationship. Even if the navy had still respected James, the nobility had done everything they could to distance themselves from his father. James and his older brother Richard had become toxic overnight. No one wanted to be seen with them, for it immediately brought up all the images of corruption and greed the nobility went to great lengths to disassociate from their public images. Christine’s father had been no exception, for within days of finding out about their relationship he had pulled enough strings to get James promoted to commander, given Drake and sent off on a two-year cruise out far beyond civilization and the public eye. That had soured his view of the navy. Suddenly those who he had respected and admired had become the ones who had allowed themselves to be manipulated and used to punish an up and coming officer, simply because of who his father was. In those first dark months James had begun to think that everything he had believed about the navy had just been a façade. Behind the sense of duty and the camaraderie, it appeared that the Admiralty was just as corrupt and self-serving as the nobility. In those months, he had become disillusioned with everything; even the prospect of a future with Christine had seemed distant.


  Even so, as time wore on and James had begun to step into the role of captain, especially since the discovery of the Void, he had changed his mind again. Being a good captain, leading his crew members well, fulfilling his duty to the navy and Britain had all been ambitions that had slowly grown on him.


  As James began to speak, all this and more came spilling out. Christine listened carefully, glad that James could open up to her so easily despite having been separated for the last two years. She knew this was the man she wanted to marry. As he spoke, he only confirmed it. His concern for his duty, for the men and women under his command, impressed her. Command had matured him. She also respected his desire to repay all the families his father’s lies and greed had hurt. As he told her about his plans to get Andrea Clements to begin offering compensation packages to all those who had lost their jobs two years ago when his father’s businesses had begun to go under Christine resolved to quietly contact Andrea and offer to help her finance the packages.


  “So you see,” James concluded, “it is becoming a part of who I am. I don’t think I can give it up. We’ll find a way to convince your father, but I think it needs to include earning his respect and if I can prove myself in the navy he and the rest of the nobility will have to respect me.


  “I understand,” Christine said once it was clear James had finished. “You’ve certainly matured in the last two years. It suits you. I guess we’ll just have to see how we can speed up your promotion to captain and then even to commodore or rear admiral. My father will have to respect you then. And you’ll no doubt look very handsome in a flag officer’s uniform,” she said breaking into another devilish smile and giving James a kiss.


  “So tell me, what was it really like in the Void?” she asked as she sat back and enjoyed the moment as James excitedly told her all about his adventures.


  #
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  SUB LIEUTENANT BECKET had been summoned from the bridge to the boarding hatch with Vulcan by the RSNI security detail. It seemed that Drake had some visitors that needed escorting aboard. The commander was on his way back to Vulcan from a meeting while the second lieutenant was busy overseeing the installation of the latest sensor tech onto Drake’s hull. That left the meet and greet to her. As she approached the boarding hatch, she realized why someone had been called down. There were twelve men waiting to board Drake. Each had a large pack over his shoulder. Behind the men were a number of techs organizing crates that were twice the height of Becket. As she walked through onto Vulcan two of the men approached her. It took her a couple of seconds to recognize them as they were both in uniform but when she got close they both smiled at her, obviously pleased to see her again.


  “Good afternoon, Lieutenant, my name is Mr. Jones I’m with the RSNI and this is Major Samuel Johnston RSNM, formerly retired,” Jones said formally, acting as if they had not met before. “My men and I have been assigned to Drake, I have orders that I am to personally hand to your commander.”


  Becket shook hands with Jones and then Johnston. “Very well, Mr. Jones, welcome aboard Drake. She is not the biggest ship, so you and your men may be a bit cramped but I’m sure we’ll find some room.”


  Becket eyed the crates behind Jones. “We may have to get the purser here to ensure we get all your equipment aboard.  The captain is away from the ship at the moment although he has just signaled that he is on his way back.”


  “Odd,” Jones said. “I thought he was not allowed to leave Drake. No matter, we’ll get settled in and then I can meet him.”


  An hour later Gupta walked into the briefing room, she was the last to enter. It was as full as she had ever seen it. All the sub lieutenants were present, along with the chief engineer, Mr. Jones, Major Johnston and the commander.


  As Gupta sat, James stood and addressed the assembly. “By now all of you know we have some visitors with us aboard Drake. Well, we have also received our orders. We’ll be heading back to the Void.”


  Murmurs ran through the sub lieutenants, there had been a betting pool running over whether Drake would get to go back to the Void.


  “As I’m sure you can also guess Mr. Jones’ presence here has something to do with this. What you’re about to hear is rated top secret. As of the beginning of this meeting all outgoing comms on Drake have been disabled. They will remain so until we leave Sol. Mr. Jones, if you would like to take over.”


  Standing, Jones addressed the crew of Drake. “As far as everyone is concerned my name is Mr. Jones. I have been with RSNI for over twelve years. I oversee special operations, typically insertions. With me is Major Johnston. He is here to help train my men.”


  Major Johnston stood so everyone in the room could see him. Despite having been retired for fifteen years Gupta thought he looked very comfortable amongst fellow officers again. And he certainly didn’t look out of shape. Gupta listened closely as Jones continued.


  “RSNI have seen an opportunity to retrieve valuable intel from the Void. Specifically from the Chinese destroyer Drake identified in the V2 system. Before he retired Major Johnston designed and tested a scenario involving an EVA boarding of an enemy ship.  The major was testing the idea in case the marines ever had to deal with a hostage situation on a ship. It is our intention to proceed to V2 and attempt to locate the Chinese destroyer. If she is still there we will board her and capture her. If we can take her intact there will be a wealth of information we can make use of.”


  Again murmurs ran through the sub lieutenants. Gupta tended to agree with the surprise. What Jones was proposing was an act of war.


  Sensing the mood James stood to speak. “By now you have all had a chance to go over the details of the Damang Incident. There can be no doubt that the fleet that attacked Resolution and Renown was the one we saw in the Void. If their orders remain unchanged, they will likely attack any British ships they see. For all intents and purposes there is already a state of war between China and Britain. The politicians may well be explaining away the Damang Incident as a misunderstanding. We, however, know better. I have my orders from the Admiralty. We will be going back to the Void, but we will not be alone this time. This mission is simply the first step toward securing our new planets and ensuring we have the breathing space to colonize and develop them.”


  Satisfied that his crew was on the same wavelength, James turned the meeting back to Jones with a nod as he sat down.


  “We just have one more thing to discuss at the moment.” Jones began. “Over the coming weeks, as we travel to the Void, we will be war gaming the scenario many times with you all. At this stage though we need a volunteer. My men and I will be making the EVA jump, yet we have no training in flying a spaceship. We will be fitting in as many lessons as we can between here and the Void but that will not be enough. We need a volunteer to go over to the Chinese ship with us. Someone with command experience yet someone who isn’t too important. That is you, Sub Lieutenants. There is no need for me to explain how good this will look on your service records. Yet, I also need to add that this will be difficult and dangerous. Currently our simulations give us a sixty-two percent chance of success. We hope to improve this as we refine the plan on our way to the Void, however, there will be no guarantees.  I have sent you all more information on what will be expected from whoever volunteers. I want you all to read it over and make a decision within the hour. Think hard. You are dismissed.”


  As the sub lieutenants filed out Gupta walked over to James. “Sir, don’t you think one of us should select who is to go on this mission. If it is as vital as Jones makes out we need to make sure there is no room for failure.”


  “I agree, but the risks involved are very high. We can’t order anyone to take this mission. That said I’m fully expecting all of the subs to volunteer. Even if we are facing war, the opportunities for promotion will be slim. This is an opportunity no one can pass up. I have already reviewed their files. If Becket volunteers, I’m going to recommend to Jones that she take part in the mission. Her hand-to-hand combat and weapons training scores at the academy were very good.  She has also studied Chinese engine design, of all the sub lieutenants she is probably the most familiar with their designs and controls.”


  A short time later Sub Lieutenant Becket skipped as she left the commander’s private office. She had just met with him and the mysterious Mr. Jones. They had picked her to go on the EVA mission. Already she had been assigned a mountain of reading. She had to familiarize herself with all of the known Chinese command and control terminals. On top of that she had to undergo hours of simulated EVA training, brushing up on her combat skills while helping to train Jones’s men on how to pilot a spaceship. Thankfully, the commander had given her half duty shifts until the mission commenced to give her time to prepare. She loved working with Drake’s chief engineer and her shifts in engineering were the highlight of her week. Yet now she was positively drooling at the prospect of getting her hands on a Chinese designed and built ship.


  #
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  HOURS LATER, AS Drake disengaged from Vulcan and headed out of Earth orbit James’ personal comm’s unit on his command chair went off. He punched in his password and the feed turned into a video message from his uncle.


  “You’ve done it this time boy. I have just had the King biting off my ear. He is furious. If Drake wasn’t already on her way out of the system I think you would have been relieved of command. Look, I’m going to be honest with you. I see real command potential in you. But if you keep this up there is nothing I can do for you. My protection only goes so far. You’re going to have to make a choice, continue pursuing this relationship or your career.”


  Before James could reply something caught his uncle’s attention. He held his hand up and looked away from the screen. Before he turned around James heard a number of strong expletives.


  “Someone has leaked the video of you two onto the datanet. I’m going to have to go. Do not, and I mean do not, make any other communications with Earth. Don’t stop until you meet up with Rear Admiral Jensen.


  As James sat in the command chair officially overseeing Drake’s departure from the Sol system, his mind was elsewhere. Even as Drake accelerated away from Earth she was still updating her data banks with the latest holo news broadcasts. On his personal terminal James was able to watch the news break in London and then spread across the world and the solar system. The Royal Princess of Great Britain had been involved in an affair. Clips from their secret meeting were played and replayed. He was quickly identified as the son of the infamous late Duke of Beaufort, then as the commander who had discovered the Void. He was the Princess’s secret lover.


  James’ breath caught in his throat as the BBC interrupted their coverage of the story for some breaking news. The Princess herself had contacted the BBC to make a statement. The feed switched to a picture of the Princess standing beside a BBC reporter. The audio soon followed.


  “It is with great disgust that I wish to acknowledge that the leaked images of myself and Commander Somerville are real. I have no regrets over my actions. I am happy to confirm that James and I have been pursuing a relationship for the last three and a half years. You all know of James and his father. Well, when my father found out he banned our relationship; he didn’t want to be touched with James’ disgrace. Many of you will know that true love cannot simply be switched off, even if a King orders it. It is our hope that one day my father will give his blessing so that James and I no longer have to meet in secret. But, let me repeat my disgust. My love life is not a thing of entertainment and James is not some low life. He is a well-respected, successful commander in the RSN. Our relationship should not be a thing of entertainment.”


  As Drake slowly slid away from Earth James longed to reverse course and return. He wanted to stand beside Christine and declare their love to the world. He wanted to stand up to her father as she had just publicly done. Yet he knew he had a duty to his country, to his crew and to Christine. The next few months might determine the future of Britain’s colonial ambitions, his Princess’ kingdom. And, if he was honest, he was not sure if Christine’s course of action had been the wisest. Her father would never forget this. The leak of the video was bad enough; Christine’s public appearance would mean that this news story would go on for weeks.


  A gasp from the bridge brought him back to reality. Gupta’s mouth was hanging open and she was staring at her commander. Sighing James tried to put Earth and Christine out of his mind. It would take Drake three and a half weeks to reach Britannia and he needed to be one hundred percent focused for the sake of his crew. Yet he couldn’t. Christine was his life, his future. Despite everything his uncle had said he opened up a data file and began to compose a statement. In it he spoke of his love for Christine and his commitment to their future even if they didn’t win her father’s approval. After rereading it several times James was finally happy. He hoped Christine would appreciate his words.


  So as to avoid his uncle’s wrath he waited until Drake was about to jump out of the Sol system, then he beamed the statement to one of the main British news outlets back in London. Now he could focus on the upcoming mission. He would deal with whatever consequences came his way for standing by Christine later.
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Boarders Away
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    The Royal Space Marines had won little glory for themselves during humanity’s expansion into the stars. With few wars of expansion there was no need for an army that could be landed on a hostile planet and begin offensive operations. However, as we all know, at the end of the First Interstellar Expansion Era this was to change.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  28 FEBRUARY, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE VOID


  Becket felt Drake shudder as she exited shift space. Quickly, she charged her opponent, ducking under his guard in the hope the slight shift in the inertial compensators would throw him off.  She had no such luck. For the hundredth time since Drake had left Earth one of Jones’ men dodged her attack, kicked her legs out from under her and dumped her onto the floor. Groaning she rolled over and extended her hand to her opponent to get helped back up.


  Her bruises had been multiplying since Britannia. Initially the marines had gone easy on her but as they approached the Void they had stepped it up. She felt reasonably confident about having to command the Chinese destroyer, if they captured the bridge intact. If there was some battle damage she thought she could probably make do. However, her training with the marines and Mr. Jones had shown her that her combat skills left a lot to be desired. Back at the lunar academy she had excelled in the hand-to-hand combat training. Yet she could barely land a punch against these men.


  Their gun skills also far surpassed her. Her father had enjoyed hunting and had taken her and her brothers on hunting trips to Canada and so she had been no stranger to a gun. Yet the marines were a whole different kettle of fish. Their speed, accuracy and precision were almost inhuman. She knew that the Special Forces’ marines were selected from the regular RSM for their excellence. She had heard that they underwent some kind of genetic and biomechanical alterations as well. The marines themselves were very tight lipped about it but seeing what they could do up close startled her. If it came to a gunfight, she would be staying behind them until the bad guys had gone down.


  Her training had gone well though she thought. She had picked up some good tips from the marines and the hours and hours she had spent sparring with them were having an effect. Though she had to admit she was still quietly scared about what lay before her. Going EVA was almost every spacer’s worst nightmare. Going EVA without a tether back to the ship had been unthinkable. At least until Mr. Jones and Major Johnston had their say. No doubt if they made it to the Chinese destroyer a firefight would break out. A plasma rifle firefight in the small confines of a ship’s corridors was not something to be entered into lightly. Yet Becket knew that if she made it that far, she would be relieved. The thought of going EVA from one ship to another had been giving her nightmares since they left Earth.


  #
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  ABOARD THE BATTLECRUISER Valkyrie, Rear Admiral Jensen watched her fleet appear out of shift space around her flagship. She had spent the last year patrolling the approaches to Britannia; finally, she was doing something proactive. Valkyrie was one of the newest RSN battlecruisers. Whereas the other powers had opted for battleships, the RSN had instead brought out an updated battlecruiser class. Valkyrie boasted a twenty-missile salvo, three more than any Chinese battlecruiser. She was also equipped with two of the new flak guns, giving her a much greater defensive punch than anything but a battleship. With luck, Admiral Somerville would be able to get her two sister ships to the Void before they had to engage the Chinese battleship. If they could, Jensen was sure that the battle would show the wisdom of the British construction program.


  She had jumped her fleet to within two light days of the Excalibur system, what had until recently been designated V2. Once she was satisfied the cruisers and destroyers had formed a tight defensive sphere and the frigates and corvettes were covering them in an outer cone she sent the signal to Drake.


  Minutes later, after charging her jump drive capacitors, the small survey ship disappeared off the plot. Seven other ships quickly followed her. Apart from Drake, they were all off to try and find the Chinese shift passage into the Void. For now though, Rear Admiral Jensen and Valkyrie, along with the seven other cruisers, five destroyers and twelve frigates and corvettes under her command, had nothing to do but wait while others went into harm’s way.


  #
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  IT ONLY TOOK Drake milliseconds to complete her jump further into the Excalibur system. The shifting of the internal compensators to accommodate the entrance and then immediate exit from shift space left everyone on board feeling slightly nauseous. The plan was for Drake to accelerate to 0.1c and then slowly coast into the system. Once the holo-display updated, showing no signs of enemy ships within the system, James gave the go ahead.


  When Drake reached 0.1c her engines were shut down and a spread of twenty recon drones were shot into the system to search for the Chinese ship.  This was double Drake’s usual complement, but she had been loaded with spares for this mission.


  As James watched them head off, he secretly thought they would not find anything. It had been over two months since Drake had first encountered the Chinese destroyer. He would be amazed if it was still in the system. On the other hand, if it was there it meant the crew must be getting very weary from their monotonous task.  Traveling back and forth along the same track with all the main systems shut down for months could destroy a crew’s morale and alertness. If they were there, they would be ripe for the taking.


  Two hours passed before something happened. First the bridge erupted into a hive of activity and then the message was sent to the marines. Sub Lieutenant Becket jumped as the holo-display she had been staring at began to flash red. She, along with the other marines had been going over the mission one more time in the main debriefing room. The signal meant the Chinese destroyer had been located. A count down soon appeared on the holo-display. It would take Drake another three hours to get behind the Chinese ship and begin a slow deceleration burn. The plan called for Drake to close in from behind the Chinese destroyer, flying right down her engine exhaust plume. That would be where her sensors were the weakest. With luck, Drake would be able to get within a few light seconds of the destroyer. Then it was over to Mr. Jones and Becket.


  The flashing light was the signal for Becket, along with the other marines to leave the debriefing room and head for the cargo bay that set up for them. Three hours was still a long time to wait but they all wanted to get into their EVA suits as soon as possible. Her heart was already racing. Up until now she hadn’t really thought she would have to go through with what basically boiled down to being fired from a cannon from one ship to another. The mission had always seemed like a distant dream rather than something that could become reality. Now that it was at hand, she had to admit her fear was increasing. No one had ever tried going EVA from one ship to another untethered, let alone across a distance of two light seconds. If she missed the Chinese destroyer, she would likely float off into space forever. At least she only had oxygen for six hours, so forever wouldn’t be too long.


  After getting into their suits, there was nothing to do but sit and wait. Jones came around and gave everyone a pep talk, but Becket was hardly listening. She was using her suit’s miniature holo-display to review the Chinese destroyer’s flight characteristics.


  Half an hour before it was time to launch everyone was loaded into the five specially built air cannons. The twelve Special Forces marines were tethered into groups of three to be fired toward their target. Becket was to go with Mr. Jones in the fifth tube. As they were about to be tethered another figure in an EVA suit appeared. A small cheer erupted across the comms’ channel from the other marines followed by Major Johnston’s voice.


  “I thought you boys could use an extra pair of hands, no sense in spending all this time training you up and then seeing it all go to waste when you mess up.”


  After they had been tethered together Jones activated the private channel for their small group. “Are you sure you want to do this, Major? I know you have a wife back on Earth.”


  “It’s for her I’m doing this,” he replied after a moment’s pause. “If the Chinese think they can start something against us I want to finish it quickly, before they take it to Earth or our other colonies.”


  Becket was embarrassed to be intruding on such a personal conversation between her superiors, but she had little choice. She was also slightly ashamed; her thoughts had been all about her own survival and the potential promotion for taking part. She had forgotten that there was a wider world out there beyond herself and Drake. No doubt many of the men and women on the mission with her had families they wanted to get back to. This wasn’t just an adventure for them. They were risking their lives for something they believed in, they wouldn’t be here otherwise.


  Thinking about the wider implications of the outbreak of hostilities distracted Becket as everyone waited for the mission to commence. She was startled out of her thoughts five minutes before launch as the cargo bay doors opened. This was the most dangerous part of the mission for Drake. With her cargo bay doors open her radar-absorbing tech would be useless. If the Chinese destroyer sent out even a low powered radar sweep Drake would light up like a Christmas tree.


  As the countdown reached thirty seconds, Becket found herself crossing her fingers and closing her eyes. Mr. Jones would be controlling the small maneuvering thrusters that would direct their tethered trio once they got closer to the Chinese ship. All she had to do was remain tethered to Jones and Johnston until they got there.


  A large hissing noise followed by a very slight sense of acceleration was the only sign that they had been shot from their air cannon. The chief engineer had complained for days when he had first been instructed to fit them into the cargo bay. He had been especially vocal about having to tear up most of the nano-carbon floor to fit them into place. Becket tried to replay the argument she had seen between the chief and Mr. Jones. She was searching for anything to distract her from the weightless sensation of floating through space.


  Eventually she worked up the courage to open her eyes. Immediately she was overwhelmed by a sense of vertigo. Everything around her was dark and she couldn’t get any sense of which way was up or down. They had been fired feet first out of Drake and so she looked back to try and see if she could see the ship. Clearly, she had waited too long to open her eyes for they had moved well beyond where she could see Drake, even with the enhanced vision of the EVA suit. Slowly, Becket began to control herself as her training kicked in. It was not unknown for people to go into shock and panic when in an EVA situation. With deep breaths she calmed down and began to look around her more carefully. With no close point of reference, it seemed as if she was just floating stationary in space. She couldn’t feel the velocity she knew she had been fired out of the ship with and she couldn’t see anything around her zipping past to give the appearance of movement. Still, as Mr. Jones and Major Johnston appeared to be satisfied with how things were going she assumed they were heading toward their target. Looking around, Becket had to admit the stars in this part of space were beautiful. The Void was close to the Galileo Nebula and a faint red tinge could be seen in part of the starscape. As she continued to look around her Mr. Jones brought up a counter on everyone’s EVA suit. It was tracking their progress from Drake in kilometers and giving an ETA for when they would reach the destroyer.


  When the countdown hit zero and they were just one thousand meters away from the Chinese ship Jones fired their deceleration thrusters. They contained just enough force to reduce their approach velocity to a few meters per second. Becket braced herself as her EVA boots hit the deck of the frigate with a loud thud. She was sure that someone would have heard her landing, but Jones had assured all of them that nothing, except setting off a large explosion, would alert anyone to their presence. As she realized they had made it relief washed over her. They had actually done it! It was a first in human history. All her fears suddenly turned into a giddy elation at having survived but as the rest of the marines began to move around the hull Becket tried to focus on their mission.


  As she looked around the strange hull of the Chinese ship she made a mental note to herself. When she got back to Drake she would send a request to the Admiralty to look into placing sensors that could detect EVA suits along the hull of RSN ships. Having been out here herself she knew she would always be paranoid that an intruder could be walking around Drake’s hull unnoticed.


  Major Johnston was the first to spot the thickened armor section that identified where an access panel into the destroyer’s hull was. Keying his comm’s unit, he signaled to the rest of the Special Forces squad. Within a minute they had their equipment set up.


  The marines had brought a plasma-cutting tool specially adapted to cut through valstronium armor. Normally the valstronium armor would flow around itself, filling any gaps created by the cutting process. This cutter inserted a titanium alloy strut into hole being cut that held back the valstronium. Once the cutting tool was set up it got to work automatically.


  Samuel was already beginning to relax. In many ways the hardest part of the mission was over. EVA boarding missions had been dismissed as too chancy to attempt. Yet here they were. Now that they had made it onto the hull of the destroyer, things were starting to feel familiar again. Soon they would be past the hull and into the ship. Then Jones and his fellow marines could do what they did best; close quarters combat. Their intel suggested that the destroyer’s crew numbered about two hundred. With luck most of them would be naval crew members and not the Chinese equivalent to the marines. If there were any soldiers aboard things would certainly be getting interesting.


  The cutting tool sent a beep to signal that it had competed its task. Looking over Samuel saw a square hole in the valstronium armor. One of the marines, the demolition expert, had already stepped into it and was setting his shaped charges.


  The schematics RSNI had provided for a Chinese Luda class destroyer indicated that the ship’s bridge should be exactly three decks below where he was standing. The plan was for the team to blow their way through the outer hull into the first deck. Then they would split up.


  The marine setting the charges stood away from the hole and held up five fingers.  Everyone braced for the coming explosion. A flash of light was the only sign anything had happened but, as soon as he saw it, Samuel swung into action. Three marines were already through the hole by the time he got there and jumped through.


  The first things to greet him were two bodies, both with large holes blown in them from flying metal shrapnel. On his HUD a red arrow appeared, directing him to the hatch that would lead deeper into the ship and toward the bridge. Before heading further in he turned to check on the other marines. Two groups of three marines were already heading off toward the rear of the ship.


  One fire team was tasked with taking out the portside weapons control center; the other was going to secure the engineering section. Everyone else was preparing themselves behind him. When their eyes met Jones nodded, nodding back Samuel turned and headed off, following his HUD directions.


  The first two corridors he came to were deserted, but as they rounded the third, two Chinese crew members were struggling for breath, the air still rushing out the hole they had made in the ship’s hull. Neither attempted to put up any resistance.


  At the end of the third corridor, they came to an airlock that had automatically locked in place. Stepping aside Samuel allowed another marine to begin to work on the airlock. As he looked past the marine through the airlock’s window he could see four Chinese setting up a blockade. Somehow they had managed to get a heavy laser turret in place to greet them. Samuel didn’t even try not to swear. The Chinese response was a lot quicker than their intel suggested. Had they somehow found out about the British Special Ops procedures for boarding another ship? Samuel’s first thought was to dismiss the possibility. Everyone knew the British counter intelligence services were very good. The Chinese couldn’t have got their hands on the intel. But then he thought about it for a couple of seconds. He had established the protocol almost twenty years ago. What were the chances it was still a closely guarded secret? Probably everyone at the Marine headquarters back on Earth had long since dismissed the idea. It was only Mr. Jones who had resurrected it. Maybe the Chinese had got whiff of the British idea and implemented regulations to counter just such an attack. Whatever the reason for the quick response Johnston wasn’t going to take any chances.


  “Change of plan, Marine,” he said over the comms’ channel, “blow the air lock, I want the next section sucking vacuum as well.”


  The initial plan had been to dump their EVA suits as soon as they came to an airlock. However, the marines had not been able to wear their combat armor under the suits. If they got into a heavy firefight they would be at a disadvantage. Speed was their best weapon.


  Everyone shielded themselves as the airlock blew. Samuel rushed through the opening, plasma gun blazing. He was counting on the sudden depressurization to throw off the Chinese crewmen’s aim. Luck was with him as the first two laser bolts blasted past him. Over the comms’ channel he heard a grunt as one of the marines caught a laser bolt full in the chest. It was too late however, by now three of his group were through and the combined fire from all their plasma rifles overwhelmed the blockade and the laser turret exploded as it took a plasma bolt to its energy cell. The Chinese crew had been stuck between trying to defend themselves and pull on their oxygen masks. In the cold hard expanse of space, a human only had seconds before they would lose consciousness due to the drop in pressure. The naval uniforms every spacer wore were designed to give the crew of a ship a few extra vital seconds and limited protection from the cold. They weren’t, however, designed to function in a combat situation.


  Samuel rushed past the blockade and bundled into another group of Chinese in breathing masks. The cold of the vacuum would be making life difficult for them but their masks would allow them to resist for a minute or so. As they raised their guns to engage him, his finger was already depressing the trigger of his rifle. Plasma bolts vaporized all three.


  Finally, he reached the access hatch that would allow him to descend to the next floor. His HUD was telling him that the hatch to the bridge was only five meters beyond the access hatch at his feet.


  Without needing to wait for confirmation he opened the hatch and a marine threw in three stun grenades. As their suits registered the flash, Samuel and the marine jumped through the hatch onto the deck below them. Six Chinese crewmen were writhing on the floor. Samuel left the other marine to deal with them as he approached the hatch to the bridge. As expected it was sealed shut. Through the window he could see the bridge crew frantically preparing themselves. Checking his timer, he saw that they had only been in the Chinese ship for three minutes. It was a pity they couldn’t blast their way into the bridge; they could already be storming it. Instead they had to wait while Jones connected a RSNI datapad to the door controls. Jones had assured them that this piece of RSNI tech would be able to override the door’s controls and open them in less than a minute. The RSNI had obtained the Chinese air lock and access hatch software and worked out a hack that would let them control it. Largely thanks to the Chinese never expecting to have to defend themselves from an internal hack, it would quickly have the door open.


  As the datapad got to work Samuel took stock of their position. Above them the final marine was guarding the hatch they had used to gain access to this floor. The marines who had jumped through the hatch along with Sub Lieutenant Becket, were guarding the other end of the corridor while he and Jones waited for the door to open.


  Patiently, Samuel forced himself to count his breaths as he waited. The seconds ticked by slowly. Finally, Jones held up his hand to signal that the hack was almost complete.


  Reaching behind his back Samuel pulled out his electric stun gun. It fired a highly charged electrical bolt capable of immediately knocking out anyone it hit. It wasn’t very accurate as the electric charge jumped through the air somewhat randomly, however, the bridge’s command consoles would be protected against electrical surges, meaning that he didn’t have to worry too much about accuracy.  The gun would allow him to take out the bridge crew without harming the functionality of the ship.  Samuel had designed the guns himself over twenty years ago and he was pleased that he would finally get to try one out for real.


  “Becket get up here and switch to your stun gun.” Samuel called out, looking back as he spoke. He was slightly embarrassed for the lieutenant as she jumped when he spoke her name. So far their operation had been carried out in almost complete silence.


  As the bridge door finally slid open, Samuel and Jones each threw two stun grenades in. They both rushed in after them, closely followed by Becket. All three spread their bolts of electricity around the bridge, scoring hits on almost all of the crew.


  One man, dressed in what Samuel assumed to be a captain’s uniform, jumped at Jones from out of nowhere. He was wielding a plasma knife and he drove it into Jones’ leg. The RSNI officer grunted and fell to one knee. Before the captain could pull it out and thrust it home again, Becket was at Jones’ side and had driven her fist into the Chinese captain’s face. His body crumpled as her powerful punch, strengthened by the EVA suit’s enhanced force, disintegrated his skull.


  Before his body had even come to rest, Becket was already shoving him out of the way of the captain’s command console. With a practiced flick of her wrist she disconnected the gloves of her EVA suit. Somewhere behind them another airlock had closed so the bridge was still fully pressurized despite their advance. Immediately, her hands began to fly over the inputs as she attempted to assert control over the ship.


  Jones had managed to get himself into a seat and was looking at the hole in his EVA suit that led to his leg.  Grimacing at the pain he saw on Jones’ face Samuel contacted the other fire squads. “This is Major Johnston, we have secured the bridge. Request status update over.”


  Sergeant Gera, who was commanding the fire team sent after the engine room answered first. “This is fire team three, the engine room is secure also. We are dealing with a heavy counter attack but the Chinese don’t seem to have any combat armor on-board, so we are holding them off.”


  Corporal Almaty’s voice then came over the comms. Samuel grimaced again; Sergeant Harte was meant to be leading the second fire team. “We are still pushing toward the port weapons control section. Sergeant Harte is down. I’m not sure we will be able to take it intact, we’re going to have to go with plan Zeta and set charges to blow the whole section.”


  Samuel thought about it for a second. Ideally they wanted to capture the Chinese ship intact, but the ship had a separate control section for each of its main missile batteries. If one was destroyed the other would still be available for the tech guys to go over. On the other hand, the charges would send metal shrapnel shooting through the ship, possibly damaging nearby sections. Quickly he decided that losing two men on this mission was already enough.


  “Permission granted, continue with plan Zeta if you can’t secure the weapons control section, over.”


  Samuel looked up just in time to see Becket jump with excitement. “I did it, I’m into their command and control network, the ship is basically ours. I’m beginning to lock out local control of all the ship’s main systems now.”


  Most of the ship’s minor functions were only controlled from the bridge. Navigation and propulsion could also be controlled from engineering and each battery of missiles from their local command sections. With engineering captured, the remaining Chinese crewmen couldn’t maneuver the ship. Once the port weapons control section was destroyed they also wouldn’t be able to defend themselves from further boarders, for Drake was coming up along the destroyer’s port side, ready to dock with her prey.


  “Becket, I want you to close and lock all the access hatches. We need to keep the remaining crew from being able to meet up and organize a more serious counter attack. Then prepare to shut down all communications throughout the ship; we’ll rely on our comms units for now. Before you shut them down, I want you to open a ship-wide channel.”


  It took Becket another thirty seconds to lock down all the access hatches. Once she had the channel open she nodded to Major Johnston and then began a full-systems check of the ship.


  On Becket’s cue Samuel began speaking into the command chair’s comms.  “Attention all Chinese crew members. My name is Major Johnston of the Royal Space Navy Marines. We have boarded your ship and taken control of your bridge and engineering.”


  Samuel paused and switched back to his personal comms unit. “Corporal Almaty how long until your explosives go off.”


  “Thirty seconds, sir.” came the reply.


  Switching back to the ship-wide channel he continued. “In thirty seconds, we will be blowing the port weapons control center. I suggest you evacuate it immediately.” Johnston then paused and counted down the seconds. Right on time the entire ship rocked as Corporal Almaty’s explosives went off.  Satisfied that they now had the ship suitably under their control Samuel reached behind his back and switched on his locater beacon. It sent out strong radio pulses, which would alert Drake that the mission had been a success. With luck, Drake would be able to pull along the port side of the Chinese destroyer and extend a docking arm within thirty minutes. Then his men could be reinforced.


  Again, he switched to the ship-wide comm’s channel. “Chinese crewmen, we have now secured your port weapons batteries. Our ship, HMS Drake will be closing to dock with this vessel and transfer the rest of our marines and a prize crew aboard. This is the first and only chance I will be giving you to surrender. Your ship was illegally within a system awarded to the Great Britain by the UN Interplanetary Committee. By lying in stealth, your intentions were clearly not friendly. Surrender now or face being treated as common pirates.”


  As he finished his call for surrender, Becket motioned for him to look at the holo-display. “Major, I have finished the systems check. As you can see the ship is almost fully functional. The upper two decks, ten and eleven, have almost entirely been vented into space. However, no major damage has been caused. The explosion from the port battery control center has caused secondary damage to the sensor relays but the computer is working to bypass the damage now. I have full control of the ship from here. I’m going to begin a deceleration burn on the engines to allow Drake to come alongside quicker.”


  “Impressive, Lieutenant, you have done well on this mission.” Johnston commended. Now all his men had to do was hold tight for the next thirty minutes or so and hope the Chinese didn’t try anything.
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All Haste
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    The distances involved in interstellar war means that whoever is on the offensive almost always has the advantage. It simply takes too long for help to arrive after an attack has begun.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  28 FEBRUARY, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Aboard Drake, James was beginning to get very worried. The mission timing was meant to be very precise. The marines and Sub Lieutenant Becket should have landed on the destroyer almost ten minutes ago. By now they ought to have signaled if they had managed to capture the ship.


  Just then a small fireball erupted from within the hull of the destroyer. James had been watching the visual and so had seen it almost instantaneously. Fisher saw it on her console too.


  “Sir, infra-red is picking up a small explosion from the destroyer. I estimate it to be coming from the port side weapons control center.”


  James had already surmised that from the visuals and so only nodded. Instead he addressed the bridge as a whole. “Blowing the control center was a fall back plan if they couldn’t capture it. They must have the bridge, or they would have blown the whole ship. Navigation, take us alongside them, keep us under their portside.”


  Seconds later Major Johnston’s radio beacon sprang to life on the sensors, but three more minutes passed before a communication finally reached Drake on the operations channel. “Drake, this is Major Johnston, do you copy, over?”


  “Major, this is Commander Somerville. What is your situation?”


  “Ah, Commander, my long-range comms must have taken some damage, I am speaking to you through the ship’s communications array, we had to reactivate it. We have secured the Bridge and Engineering; the port missile batteries have been disabled. Sergeant Harte and Corporal Smith are both dead. Mr. Jones has sustained a nasty injury to his leg, but he should be OK. We have begun a slow deceleration burn to allow Drake to come alongside sooner. Lieutenant Becket has the ship firmly under control.”


  Before replying James looked over to Thirlwall who was manning Navigation. “How long until we come alongside them.”


  “Fifteen more minutes and we will have matched velocities, sir.” She replied.


  “OK, Major, we’ll be with you in fifteen minutes, you and your men just need to hold on until we get there,” James said as he opened the communications channel again.


  An hour later James was getting another situation update, this time from Lieutenant Gupta.  “Commander, all the Chinese crew have surrendered. As far as we can tell there were a total of 190 on board. Twenty-three were killed in the fighting so we have 167 prisoners. Major Johnston is organizing the Marines from Drake. Some are guarding the prisoners in one of the cargo holds; the others are carrying out a sweep of the rest of the ship. I have my prize crew manning the Bridge and Engineering. We have locked everything else down for the moment. Oh, and by the way the ship’s name is Tian’e.”


  “Very good, Lieutenant, you and Becket have done a fine job. It’s a pity neither of you can keep her as a prize, there is a RSNI crew with the admiral that will be taking her home. I’m going to disengage the docking arm, we’ll be back as soon as possible, try to stay out of trouble.”


  “Yes, sir,” Gupta replied. She watched on the Chinese destroyer’s bridge holo display as Drake undocked from the destroyer and began to turn toward the mass shadow. It would take her three hours to reach the mass shadow of the system and then Rear Admiral Jensen’s fleet another three hours to return to the destroyer. Six hours she had, six hours as the senior commander aboard a warship. It was what she had dreamed of ever since she had been a little girl. None of her family had been spacefarers. Her parent’s trip from New Delhi to Britain had been their only space journey. Yet, ever since she had seen her first naval officer in uniform on the streets of London, she had wanted to join up. Sure, she only had the command for the next few hours but it was hopefully a taste of things to come.


  After giving herself a couple of minutes to savor the moment, she turned her mind back to her duties. There was a lot to get done. The ship had to be made ready for the RSNI types to come and take over. The damage done to the destroyer in the firefights had to be repaired and the prisoners had to be secured for the long voyage back to Earth. Every other ship that had come in Jensen’s fleet was in the Void to stay. The destroyer would be the only ship leaving and so the prisoners would have to stay aboard her. That posed a risk. The crew would know their ship much better than Gupta and her crew. They would have to be secured properly to make sure they could not find a way to escape. Picking up her comm’s unit she contacted Major Johnston and arranged to meet him in an hour to go over his plan to detain the prisoners.


  #
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  REAR ADMIRAL JENSEN had been in her ready room taking a nap. Drake had left her fleet hours ago and so she had taken the opportunity to go over her plans once more before catching some sleep. When her comm’s unit went off she was awake and alert instantly. An ability she was always thankful for being born with.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “Admiral, Drake has returned, the mission was a success,” Captain Chambers said over the channel.


  “OK, signal the fleet, break formation and prepare to jump into the system. Inform the RSNI tech team that they can ready themselves to take over control of the destroyer. Don’t wait for me, take us in immediately.”


  Jensen had commanded the Britannia response fleet for over a year. In that time, she and Captain Chambers had built up a very good working relationship. She had already recommended the captain for a promotion to flag rank. However, with only a handful of fleets and task forces in the RSN there weren’t enough commands to go around.


  By the time she dressed and made it onto the bridge, the fleet had already formed into their jump formation. The communications officer had just finished informing Captain Chambers that the last ship had reported their shift drive fully charged. Before giving the command, Chambers looked over at Jensen. She simply nodded.


  “Give the order to the fleet, we jump in thirty seconds,” Chambers said.


  Only milliseconds after making the jump to shift space, the fleet re-emerged on the edge of the Excalibur system. After sitting stationary for five minutes and closely watching the space around them, Jensen was satisfied that Drake hadn’t missed anything.


  “Signal Commodore Williams, tell him he can take his task force to Camelot and proceed with his mission. Tell him to keep the bulk of his force together, if they encounter anything I want them to be able to give a good account of themselves.”


  Jensen watched as a heavy cruiser, light cruiser, two destroyers and two frigates broke off from her main fleet and began to re-orient themselves for the jump to Camelot. The system Drake had initially designated V48 also fell within British space and although it was less strategically important, the Admiralty wanted a British presence there as well. Jensen was concerned about splitting her forces, especially with a Chinese battleship out there. However, orders were orders.


  “OK, take us into the system. Inform Norfolk that she is to ready her passengers to disembark onto the Chinese destroyer. Once Drake has charged her drives and jumps back in, order her to make for the captured destroyer and begin to take her crew off. They won’t be needed by then. Order the destroyers, scout frigates and remaining survey ships to begin operation Nimitz.”


  Nimitz called for the smaller ships that didn’t specialize in point-defense to begin a coordinated sweep of the system with their primary radar projectors. Jensen wanted to make sure there wasn’t another Chinese ship lying in stealth somewhere.


  “And inform Respite that she can begin her mission too.”


  Respite was the final survey ship in the fleet. She was tasked with jumping to the V17 system and delivering a message to the Chinese Admiral there. The message was simply the recording of the UN Interplanetary Committee meeting that had awarded the Excalibur and Camelot systems to the British. Alongside that there was a warning that if any Chinese ships entered British space it would be considered an act of war and they would be fired upon.


  #
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  3 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Drake had spent the last three days scouring the Excalibur system along with the other light ships of Admiral Jensen’s fleet, when her sensors finally picked something up.


  Fisher alerted Lieutenant Gupta as soon as she detected it. “Lieutenant, a ship is dropping out of shift space approximately half a light hour away. It is right on the edge of the system’s mass shadow.”


  “Alert the commander and switch off the radar. Navigation, shut down our drives and put us into stealth mode. Once we are running silently, make a course correction toward their likely route into the system.”


  The ship that had just jumped into the system would almost immediately pick up the heat and radar radiation Drake had been pumping out into space. However, Drake hadn’t been accelerating and so they wouldn’t be able to track her using their gravimetric sensors. It would take the ship half an hour to realize that Drake had gone into stealth mode and by then Drake would be able to significantly close the range to whoever had arrived into the system.


  Already the Chinese had sent two light ships into the Excalibur system. The first had broadcast a message claiming Excalibur for the People’s Republic of China and threatening the destruction of the British ships if they did not leave. The second had sought to dive into the system and get a firm sensor reading on the British fleet. Admiral Jensen had been keeping the main body of her fleet close to Excalibur and had been letting her ships go into stealth at random intervals. She was trying to keep her Chinese counterpart from getting a fix on her numbers.


  A destroyer had chased the second ship off and had almost managed to score a hit. The Chinese ship had just succeeded in getting back to the shift space limit before the destroyer’s missiles caught up to it.


  “Status report?” James asked as he walked onto the bridge and over to the command chair.


  “A ship has just jumped out of shift space half a light hour away. We’ve entered stealth mode and are waiting to see what they do, sir.” Gupta replied.


  With a glance James acknowledged Gupta’s report and then turned his attention to the main holo display. After sitting stationary for a couple of minutes the ship that had just jumped in lit off its drives and headed into the system. The sensors weren’t able to identify the ship based on its acceleration profile but given that it wasn’t trying to hide, it was likely to be a friendly.


  Twenty-five minutes later Sub Lieutenant Graham broke the anticipation that had been building. “Sir, I’m picking up a message from the incoming ship. She is the York, one of the survey ships Admiral Jensen sent out to survey the Void before we went after the Chinese destroyer. She is broadcasting her IFF signal and says she has an important message for the admiral.”


  “Sensors, what do you make of her?” James asked.


  “I can’t say for sure, sir, not at this range.” O’Rourke began. “However, their acceleration rate is equivalent to York’s maximum military acceleration and her heat seepage seems consistent with a Cook class survey ship.”


  “OK, take us out of stealth, broadcast our IFF signal as well and return us to our survey route.”


  Three hours later Drake received a signal from Valkyrie. James had the message put up on the main holo-display for all the bridge to see.


  “Commander,” Admiral Jensen’s image began. “I have some new orders for you. York identified a shift passage leading away from the Void toward Chinese space. I’m detaching the rest of my survey ships to explore it. I’m putting Commander Jackson of York in charge of the search. She will remain at the entrance to the shift passage and direct the search. I need regular updates, so I don’t want any ships running off on their own. You should be receiving the coordinates now, good luck, Commander.”


  #
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  12 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS Drake | Shift Passage Adjacent To The Void


  James was beginning to remember why he despised the survey fleet so much. The last months had been full of all the excitement he had been dreaming about for the previous two years. Yet for the last week Drake had been transported back in time. Once again she was carrying out the monotonous task of micro jumping, surveying the dark matter, micro jumping again and surveying again. The main shift passage had reached a dead end after only three light years. However, so far York and her fellow survey ships had identified thirty minor passages leading away from the Void. Only five had been fully mapped out so far and any of the rest could lead to Chinese space. Drake was currently sitting stationary, mapping out the surrounding space after a micro jump.


  “Sir, I have finished the scan of the dark matter,” Fisher reported. “There is a twist in the passage ahead, we’re going to have to make a smaller than usual jump ahead to determine which direction it turns before we can head up it.”


  “Very well, send the navigation data to Hanson. We’ll make the jump when you are both satisfied.” James replied.


  Suddenly the main holo-display automatically switched to show the gravimetric plot and a siren sounded twice to alert everyone on the bridge. At once everyone but Fisher shifted their focus to see what it was displaying. A large number of red dots were appearing just under a light hour away from Drake’s current position.


  “Gupta, put us into stealth mode immediately.”


  Thankfully, Drake wasn’t accelerating anywhere so these newcomers couldn’t detect them. Drake had only been at her current position for ten minutes so no infrared radiation should have reached this new fleet’s position yet. With luck, they would just be rounding the twist in the minor shift passage and jumping as soon as their shift drives had charged. They would be gone before any sign of Drake reached them.


  “Fisher, I want you to compare their jump signatures with those of the Chinese fleet that we saw jump into V17. See if you can estimate type and class for each ship and get me a final count on their numbers.” James ordered.


  Exactly thirty-four minutes after exiting shift space, the Chinese fleet jumped again. This time all of Drake’s sensors were focused on them. After the last ship disappeared, Fisher put the computer’s estimates on the main holo-display. “Based on the gravimetric anomalies created from their exit and entrance into shift space, the computer estimates that the fleet consists of one battleship, one heavy cruiser, four other cruisers and five other smaller ships.” Fisher reported.


  James stood up from his seat in shock. “Are you sure?” he demanded.


  “Positive, sir,” Fisher replied. “We got a good look at that battleship at V17.”


  “Damn,” James shouted. “They are only supposed to have one battleship.” He reached over to bring up the intelligence on the Chinese construction program, but Gupta was already ahead of him.


  “The last intelligence report say the next Chinese battleship won’t be completed for at least ten months.” She commented sourly.  “And that report is only two months old. There is no way they could have rushed her out of space dock that quickly.”


  “I agree,” James said nodding. “They must have constructed a second one in secret. It’s too similar to their first battleship. Intelligence says the new battleships they have under construction have had a few major alterations to their design. This one looks identical to the one at V17.”


  Everyone on the bridge seemed to be transfixed with the rundown of the Chinese fleet. At best, James knew that his uncle had been expecting it to take weeks for the Chinese to organize themselves before sending more ships. Yet for these ships to be here now meant the Politburo must have sent immediate orders for reinforcements to head toward the Void. The presence of the battleship showed just how badly they wanted to kick the British out.


  “OK, everyone, we’re just going to have to deal with the situation we’ve been dealt. Admiral Jensen needs to know just how badly outnumbered she is. Combined, the two Chinese fleets out mass Jensen’s fleet at Excalibur by almost two to one. Navigation, plot us a least time course back to Excalibur, we have no time to waste. If I had to guess I’d say those ships are going to join up with their comrades and make straight for Excalibur. They’ll be hoping to knock us out of the Void before we have had a real chance to establish ourselves here.”


  #
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  12 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS VALKYRIE | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Admiral Jensen was sitting in Valkyrie’s flag command chair. British warships typically had a main bridge and an auxiliary one. When a ship was used as a flagship the captain was set up in the main bridge while the admiral based on the ship took their station on the auxiliary bridge. That way the admiral could direct the movements of the fleet without getting distracted by the running of their flagship.


  Jensen still felt it was unnatural. Unless the ship was at battle stations, only a minimal crew manned the auxiliary bridge. She liked to pass her time sitting in her command chair, but she felt naked without the bridge crew surrounding her as she had become accustomed to during the twelve years she had been a captain. Even so, it was clear from those who were on the bridge with her that there was an air of excitement moving across the fleet. Everyone was eagerly looking forward to the next few hours. It had been over two days since the last Chinese scout ship had tried to enter the system and spy on her fleet. After the last attempt Jensen had decided to mix things up a little. Her light ships had now completed their full scan of the inner system. Up until that point she had been keeping her ships within the shift limit. The Chinese had, therefore, been jumping in only half a light hour from the limit before powering their drives and boosting into the system.


  Since the last Chinese ship, Jensen had pushed all her light ships but the point-defense ships beyond the shift limit. She had also worked out a signaling system that used the gravimetric acceleration profiles of her ships. That way, when one ship picked up an incoming Chinese ship it could go to full burn on its engines, immediately alerting the rest of her fleet about the newcomer.


  For her benefit, the sensor officer on watch addressed Valkyrie’s first lieutenant louder than necessary. “Lieutenant, Arrow has just gone to full burn. Her course and speed indicate that she has picked up a vessel exiting shift space.”


  The main holo-display switched to show Arrow’s position at the edge of the system closest to the Chinese end of the Void. A line extended from Arrow toward the shift limit, giving an estimate of where the ship she had picked up was. Moments later another blip appeared where the line intersected the shift limit.


  “Sir, we have the new contact, they are going to full burn too.”


  Jensen sat up in excitement. No ships were expected back from spying on the Chinese fleet for another day and York’s next progress report on the survey of the shift passage wasn’t due for another three days. Whether a friendly or another Chinese spy something was finally happening.


  Aboard Drake, James already had his ship accelerating at maximum toward Excalibur. As soon as Drake had come out of shift space and he had confirmed that the Chinese fleet wasn’t in the system yet, he had sent a general message to all the ships in the system. The Chinese were coming.
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    The first tactic taught at any naval academy when it comes to fleet engagements has always been this: ambush your enemy and destroy him before he has a chance to fire back. Yet, in reality, this almost never happens in space warfare. The distances are simply too great, and ships are simply too hard to hide. Every now and again though it has been known to happen and these instances are always closely studied at every naval academy in an effort to try and repeat them.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  12 MARCH, 2465 AD 2000 HOURS | HMS ARROW | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Twenty minutes after Drake had dropped out of shift space, her IFF signal reached Arrow. Along with her IFF, Arrow also received the data stream James had broadcast to the entire system. It gave a breakdown of the new Chinese fleet and James’ belief that it was on its way to Excalibur. Commander Farquhar tended to agree with Somerville and so he ordered his navigation officer to alter Arrow’s acceleration.


  Aboard Valkyrie, Arrow’s course change was immediately spotted, “Captain,” her sensor officer called to Chambers who had just taken over the watch from Valkyrie’s first lieutenant. “Arrow has cut her acceleration. Wait, she is going to ninety percent now. That’s the signal she has identified the newcomer as a friendly.”


  Just as everyone began to relax the officer called out, “She has cut her acceleration again.” A few moments slowly passed as the officer hunched over her control terminal watching the sensor feed. “Sir,” she shouted with concern this time. “Her new acceleration pattern is the signal for enemy fleet approaching.”


  “Acknowledged, Lieutenant,” Chambers said much more calmly than he felt, “forward your readings to the auxiliary bridge. Inform the admiral we have a Chinese fleet on its way here. Then warn the crew they’ll be called to battle stations soon.”


  On the auxiliary bridge Jensen had received the same message from her own sensor officer, even before the alert from the main bridge came to her command chair. She waited with apprehension. Her smaller ships were spread out around the system, trying to ambush a single Chinese scout. If the Chinese had decided to push their entire fleet into the system she would be caught without a good proportion of her screening elements.


  After another thirty seconds she asked the question she already hoped would have been answered, “Has Arrow changed her acceleration pattern to give us a direction for this fleet?”


  It was the third lieutenant who answered, he was with the navigation officer on the auxiliary bridge, looking over her shoulder at her console, “No, Admiral, they are just sending us the same message, enemy fleet approaching.”


  “So be it. Order all our light ships to return to Excalibur. Get me Broadsword on a comm’s channel.”


  Moments later Captain Wolfe appeared in front of Jensen. “Captain, I think we have an enemy fleet approaching Excalibur; one that hasn’t arrived yet. The friendly ship Arrow identified can only have come from the shift passage to Chinese space or V17. If there is a fleet coming, wherever they are coming from they won’t be far behind our friendly. Here’s what I have in mind.”


  Five minutes after Jensen went over her plan with Captain Wolfe and then Captain Chambers, Valkyrie and the other ships that had been lying in stealth around Excalibur boosted out of orbit under minimal thrust.  Meanwhile every other ship in the outer system, bar one, went to stealth and turned to head for Excalibur and Broadsword. Pelican jumped out to warn Commodore Williams at Camelot.  On Excalibur’s surface, the men who had landed there began the tasks they had been assigned.


  It took seven hours for Drake’s message to reach Valkyrie but when it did Jensen breathed a silent sigh of relief. She had taken a big gamble by splitting her forces. Even more of a one given how many more Chinese ships were bearing down on Excalibur than she had thought. Everyone on the bridge was shocked by the news that they could be facing two battleships. No one expected Valkyrie to stand up to one, never mind two.


  However, her smart thinking had given them chance to get in the first decisive punch, hopefully it would be enough. She had already altered course on the assumption that the delay meant that the Chinese would be coming from V17. Now all she had to do was wait and hope the Chinese Admiral hadn’t adjusted to fighting in the Void yet. If the Chinese approached from a completely unpredictable direction, she would be caught badly out of position.


  Aboard Drake, James, along with everyone else was very nervous. They were the only ones who had seen firsthand both Chinese fleets. The thought that they had combined their strength and were on their way was frightening indeed. As more time passed, this possibility was becoming more and more of a certainty. James had half expected the Chinese fleet to beat them to Camelot. That they had not meant they must have gone to join up with the first Chinese fleet at V17. The next most logical course of action would be to head straight for Excalibur and strike before the British even knew they had overwhelming numerical superiority.


  “Commander, where do you think Admiral Jensen is?” asked Lieutenant Becket, who was manning the tactical station.


  James took a few moments to consider his response. “I’m not sure, but if I was a betting man I would put money on her laying an ambush somewhere. Either she had some ships in the outer edges of the system already in stealth or she took whatever was in stealth around Excalibur out of orbit when she got our message. One way or another she’s going to try and hammer the Chinese if they push into the system.”


  “Then why are the rest of the outer pickets coming back in toward Excalibur under stealth,” Becket followed up.


  “Simple, if the Chinese jumped in and saw that every ship in the outer system was already firing off their drives at full burn they would know they had been made. The outer picket ships are coming under stealth so that by the time the Chinese do arrive they’ll still be close enough to meet up with Captain Wolfe and Broadsword and yet not give away Jensen’s plan. I understand your concern though. If Jensen is caught out of position, the ships still in orbit are going to be left well and truly isolated.”


  For his part, James had ignored Jensen’s order to head for Excalibur. Having come out right on the edge of the system’s mass shadow it would take him hours to reach Excalibur under stealth. If a battle were going to be fought he would only end up out of position and no help to anyone. Instead Drake was angling to get ahead of any fleet that would jump in from the direction of V17. Due to Drake’s angle of entrance into the system, heading straight for Excalibur would have put him right in the firing line of the Chinese if they came straight from V17. Drake would either have had to remain in stealth and watch the battle or open fire and go down fighting.


  As it was, James had put Drake in a position to choose her time of attack. Hopefully, the Chinese fleet would not get close enough to detect them and force their hand.
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  13 MARCH, 2465 AD 0400 HOURS | HAI HU | APPROACHING EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  An air of invincibility emanated from High Admiral Zheng as he sat in his command chair on the flag bridge of the People’s Spaceship Hai Hu. His rage had been growing and growing over the last two weeks. The appearance of the British forces had caught him by complete surprise. The disappearance of the destroyer Tian’e had turned his surprise to anger and the constant British scout ships showing up at V17 had sent him over the edge. It had only been his own scout ship’s inability to get a good look at the British fleet that had prevented him attacking the system the British were now calling Excalibur. Then his reinforcements had arrived along with the latest intelligence reports. Minister Chang and his intelligence service estimated that the British couldn’t have more than a handful of cruisers in the Void by now. Zheng had leapt at the opportunity. His reinforcements significantly tipped the balance of force in his favor and now he was on his way to crush the British at Excalibur and Camelot.  He would send the British back to Cambridge with their tails firmly between their legs.


  One of his flag officers broke into his thoughts. “Admiral, we will be exiting shift space in five minutes.”


  Zheng grinned; it was time to see what his battleships could do. As Hai Hu came out of shift space he watched the sensors update the various displays. Faint traces could be detected of ships in orbit around the habitable planet but nothing else. Satisfied his own fleet was alert and in formation he ordered them to move forward.


  As his fleet’s acceleration gave their presence away, he watched the British react. First, the ships around Excalibur began to break out of orbit and form  a cohesive unit. Then it seemed like every picket ship they had in the system came alive as they too went active and made to rendezvous with the larger ships.


  Zheng waited for the moment the British would turn tail and run. His sensors had managed to identify no more than five cruisers in orbit around the planet. They were outnumbered more than three to one. This wasn’t the Damang system, here they had nothing to protect. Yet as he watched, the cruisers finished forming up, turned toward his fleet and made their intentions clear. They were going to fight. It didn’t make sense, Zheng thought, unless there was a reason he hadn’t anticipated.


  “I want a full sensor sweep of that planet. I want to know if there is anything there.” Zheng called out. He had to wait impatiently for almost a minute as the sensors were redirected from the approaching fleet.


  “Admiral, there appears to be at least a couple of energy sources on the planet. We can’t make out anything more than that at the minute, but their strength indicates that the British have at least a couple of colonies or military bases up and running.”


  Impossible, Zheng dismissed with a thought. They hadn’t had the time. Yet how did they manage to get ships to the Void so quickly? Suppose they had known about it for longer than they had let on to the UN. Then they would have had ample time to get together the men and materials needed to begin to fortify Excalibur. Only they mustn’t have had the time they needed to complete their orbital bombardment shelters. There was no other reason; the fleet approaching him must be seeking to protect a planetary base. Standard Chinese and British protocol was to build their colonies with bombardment shelters that would protect their military and colonists from everything short of a series of thermonuclear missiles.


  The British fleet obviously hoped to delay him enough for the bases to be evacuated. Zheng knew he had a great opportunity before him. The British population was weak. If he could present them with a stunning defeat, one where their own colonists had been bombarded from space, they would lose their heart for war. They may even lose the heart for sending their children off to new colonies with dreams of wealth and success. The Void would fall to the Chinese by default! Sure, it meant he would have to fire on civilians, but wasn’t that why he had been chosen for this mission?


  “Signal all my Captains, inform them that I think the British are going to fight. Tell them to be prepared and to double-check their missiles. I want our first salvo to be devastating.” Zheng ordered.


  #
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  AS THE CHINESE FLEET charged into the system, Jensen watched them until they were only light seconds away. During that time, she had been constantly weighing up the decision before her. She had almost pulled off the perfect ambush, almost. The Chinese were charging right for the planet as she had expected. However, their trajectory into the system was slightly off her prediction. Slowly, she had been working her fleet toward them, but the differing speeds made things difficult. The Chinese were still accelerating and had almost reached their top speed. Valkyrie and her consorts had been limited to five percent of their maximum thrust to ensure they weren’t detected. Getting her slow-moving fleet to cross paths with the stampeding Chinese without being detected had been difficult.


  As things stood, she had lined up her ships to get close enough for one passing shot at the Chinese with their plasma cannons, maybe two. She could alter course again. However, now that both fleets were so close, they might detect her ships maneuvering thrusters, getting closer would also give the Chinese the chance to react and fire back with their own plasma cannons. Jensen wasn’t sure her fleet would survive such a volley.


  Reviewing her options one more time she made up her mind and sat perfectly still, refraining from ordering anymore course corrections. Two volleys would have to do. It would leave Wolfe and Broadsword in a tight position but hopefully she could do enough damage to help them out.


  Admiral Zheng was already composing his report for the Politburo. His fleet was about to put out the greatest missile salvo since the final battle of the New France Campaign. With almost two hundred missiles at his disposal he had aimed them all at the five cruisers approaching him, ignoring the smaller ships. With over thirty missiles targeted at each one he was sure none would escape damage, with luck they would even all be destroyed in the first salvo.


  There was still an hour to wait but he had already ordered most of his light ships to form a protective screen ahead of his main fleet. The British had a slight range advantage and he wanted to make sure neither of his battleships took any damage. With only limited repair capabilities within the Void he didn’t want to have to send either of them home unnecessarily.


  A sudden explosion drew his attention back to the main body of his ships. One of the frigates he had left guarding the rear of the fleet had disappeared off the tactical plot, indicating that she had stopped communicating with the flagship.


  “Admiral,” his sensors officer called out in a panic. “I have multiple heat sources and drives coming on line, bearing zero point seven seven point three. They are almost dead astern!”


  Zheng had been replaying the visual feed from the frigates last known position. All he could see was an expanding ball of debris. With his sensor officer’s report, he quickly put two and two together. That’s why the other ships didn’t run away, he thought, they are not alone.


  Jensen smiled as the only frigate that could have warned the Chinese crumpled under her plasma cannons. This was the signal for the rest of the ships to drop out of stealth and open fire. As one, every ship fired, and a hail of plasma arched out to strike the Chinese ships. She had ordered the first volley to target the smaller ships, as she wanted to whittle away their point-defense. Valkyrie was the only exception. Her larger guns were aimed at the lone Chinese battlecruiser. She wasn’t sure Valkyrie’s guns could punch through the larger battleship’s armor at this range, but she knew they would make quick work of the Chinese battlecruiser.


  Mere seconds later the battlecruiser visibly shuddered on the visual display. Jensen saw at least one of the four heavy plasma bolts punch right out of the other side of the battlecruiser. She wasn’t going to last long. Simultaneously, a light cruiser, four destroyers and the remaining rear-guard frigate exploded.


  The rest of the Chinese ships continued on as if nothing had happened. Their crews too stunned to react. Thirty seconds later Valkyrie and the heavy cruiser Achilles fired their plasma cannons again; they were the only ones with large enough caliber guns to do any damage at the ever-increasing range.


  Each ship had targeted one of the battleships and explosions rippled across their armor. Neither dropped off the plot though and no secondary explosions were detected. Instead Jensen’s attention was drawn back to her ships, one of the Chinese heavy cruisers had managed to turn and return fire before the range became too great and the destroyer Sandstorm erupted into a ball of fire.


  “Signal all ships.” Jensen shouted over the noise of the bridge, “Everyone is to go to rapid fire on their missiles now!”


  The Chinese were clearly getting their act together, even as Jensen’s fleet fired their first salvo of fifty-five missiles the Chinese turned as one and returned fire with over 180. As Jensen’s missiles approached the enemy it looked like the first salvo would do significant damage. Yet suddenly the Chinese forward screening ships appeared, decelerating between their larger brethren to add their counter fire to the battle.


  “Target their new screening elements in the next salvo,” Jensen snapped.


  The Damang incident had taught the British a number of hard lessons. One had been that ships that specialized in point-defense were much more effective at protecting other ships. Missiles that were accelerating straight for them were harder to intercept.


  She watched as the Chinese began to engage her missiles. Silently she willed them through the point-defense barrage and onto the two battleships. Every missile had been targeted at them in the hope that being caught with their screening units out of place would have allowed some to get through the battleship’s defenses.


  The forward screening ships had reacted faster than Jensen had anticipated, and their additional fire was reducing her missiles quickly. In the end only four missiles got through, three scored proximity hits on one of the battleships, stripping off some of its armor, external weapons and sensor nodes in thermonuclear blasts. Yet it continued on.


  As the Chinese missiles approached the British ships Jensen ordered another salvo fired and then the British ships switched their focus to point-defense. The flak cannons reached out and began to engage the incoming Chinese missiles. Jensen had one flak frigate and three flak corvettes with her, combined with Valkyrie’s two flak guns that gave her fleet seven. Each had been assigned a cone of space around her fleet and soon the incoming missiles had to go through a hail of fire, the likes of which had never been seen before in human interstellar war. 180 were quickly reduced to one hundred, then sixty and then thirty-nine. Next it was the turn of the point-defense plasma cannons to open up, closely followed by the AM missiles. More slowly, they too began to whittle down the explosive force arrayed against Jensen’s fleet. As the last ten accelerated up to attack velocity, the British ships went into evasive maneuvers and launched decoy drones. All but two of the missiles missed their targets. Yet, as the fleet reformed its formation, a light cruiser and a flak corvette were missing.


  Jensen grimaced at the losses. Yet their initial ambush meant they were still giving better than they got. She checked the range. Her ships would only have time for one more missile salvo. As she was watching the Chinese ships they eventually managed to fire off their second salvo. It was actually larger than the first as their screening ships were able to add their firepower. In response the British fired their third salvo and then prepared themselves for the coming onslaught.


  Silence descended on the flag bridge as the superior numbers of the enemy quickly reduced the British second salvo. In the end the missiles only managed to get hits on two frigates and a light cruiser. Both frigates exploded but the light cruiser continued, albeit falling behind her consorts.


  As the second and last Chinese missile salvo rained in on her ships Jensen had to grit her teeth to remain still. Their first salvo had almost overwhelmed her defenses and now she was down two flak guns.


  190 missiles became sixty from flak cannon fire. Then the plasma guns and AM missiles began to knock them off in fives and tens. Yet it wasn’t enough. Fifteen reached attack range and went to their maximum acceleration. The heavy cruiser Achilles and the flak frigate Bat both exploded from direct hits. Valkyrie rocked as two missiles scored proximity hits.


  “Damage report?” Jensen called out.


  “This is the fourth lieutenant here at damage control, the second lieutenant has been killed. Reports are still coming in, but it looks like we have lost the number two flak gun along with three of our starboard missile tubes.”


  Jensen felt a cold drop of sweat run down her back, they had stared death in the face and survived. Most of her fleet had not. She was down to Valkyrie, the light cruiser Justice and her two remaining flak corvettes. If the Chinese admiral wanted too, he could decelerate and finish them off, Jensen only hoped they had caused enough damage to make him think twice. With Wolfe and the rest of her task force still out there the Chinese might not want to run the risk of being engaged on two fronts. It was a long shot though.


  Aboard Drake, James watched as Admiral Jensen’s third missile salvo closed with the Chinese. As soon as she had opened fire with her plasma cannons she had gone to full military power after the Chinese fleet. However, the velocity the Chinese had been carrying into the system meant that both fleets had already fallen out of range of each other. Only the British rapid firing ability and range advantage had allowed her to get off one more salvo than the Chinese ships.


  Of that third salvo only two missiles managed to get through the Chinese defenses, but both scored a direct hit on one of the heavy cruisers. Seconds later, as its reactors overloaded, it detonated in a colossal fireball


  As James continued to watch, both fleets reformed the ships they had left into the best protective formations they could. Then space seemed to go quiet once more. The Chinese still had their two battleships, eight cruisers and six screening ships left. James couldn’t tell if the battleships had taken any serious damage.  Even though a number of missiles had scored proximity hits to add to the plasma bolts from Jensen’s second volley they were still heading into the system, toward the second British fleet. Admiral Jensen had managed to punch well above her weight.  Yet Wolfe and the rest of the fleet were still outnumbered almost two to one.


  Then the Chinese fleet moved most of their screening ships forward again. They were preparing to engage the second British fleet. Wolfe and Broadsword were now angling away; they had completed their mission of luring the Chinese into the system. Yet their opponents were altering course to try and close the range.  By James’ estimate, Wolfe was going to take a hammering before she could escape.


  “Gupta, alter course.” James requested. “Get us in front of the Chinese fleet’s new angle of attack if you can. We need to try and pull some of their screening units away from Broadsword.


  “Tactical, once we have our new position locked in I want you to start calculating missile timings and trajectories. We’re going to flush as many missiles out of our single tube as possible and leave them on a ballistic trajectory. Once the Chinese fleet passes us we’ll signal them to go active. Hopefully the different angles of attack will confuse the Chinese and let us get away. More importantly though, it might make them paranoid, they won’t know who else is out here. We have to give Captain Wolfe a chance.


  Ten minutes later everything was ready. The Chinese fleet was twenty-five minutes away from engaging Broadsword and her colleagues. As the Chinese passed in front of Drake she began to flush missiles. Without having to feed them targeting data she was able to get off three in quick succession. James waited another minute and then gave the order.


  “Send the signal, tell the missiles to go active.”


  There was only a few milliseconds’ delay between the signal reaching each missile and their response. Almost at once, all three went active and began to accelerate along the ballistic course they were already traveling.  At the same time their active radar seekers came online and began to look for a target. All three locked onto the solitary frigate that was at the rear of the Chinese formation and began to turn toward it.


  High Admiral Zheng was fighting to keep control of his anger. Somehow the British had known he was coming. They had laid an ambush for him. Both his precious battleships were damaged. Not badly enough that they were out of the fight but enough that he knew he was going to be called before the Politburo. And those blasted flak guns. They had allowed the first British fleet to survive his two salvos. Well, he wasn’t going to let the second fleet get away so lucky. Once he had smashed them and their bases on the planet he would turn around and get his revenge.


  “Admiral, Xing Lun is under attack. Three missiles have just appeared and are angling toward her,” one of the bridge officers called.


  “What! Where did they come from? Have they more ships behind us?” Zheng demanded.


  “I’m not sure, sir, the missiles seem to have been fired from a ship or two in stealth. We are searching the area now with our high intensity radar.”


  Zheng could only watch as the three missiles closed in on Xing Lun. She tried to weave and duck but alone beyond the protective point-defense fire of the fleet she could only destroy two of them. The third struck a glancing blow but it was enough to set off its warhead and Xing Lun disappeared in the explosion.


  A moment of panic flashed through Zheng, how many more ships were out there lying in stealth? The second British fleet was angling away from his. They clearly didn’t want to enter plasma range, but they weren’t running away with abandon. They might just be trying to keep the range open for a missile duel to lure him into another trap of some kind.


  “Sensors, are we close enough for a visual inspection of the second fleet yet?” Zheng asked.


  “Yes, sir, I’m reviewing the take now.”


  “How many of their flak ships does this second fleet have?”


  “Hold on, sir, I can make out at least two of their flak corvettes and one, possibly two flak frigates.”


  Everyone on the flag bridge looked away as the admiral let out a string of curses in mandarin. He had to grip his hands into fists to stop them shaking. His anger was turning into fear. Even if the British didn’t have any more ships out there in stealth, this second fleet would be able to soak up a lot of his missiles. It would take a while to hammer them into dust in a long-range missile duel. And their ECM missiles would ensure they continued to get hits on his ships.


  He made up his mind. “Tactical, plot us a route out of the system. We can’t risk the battleships. We can repair and come back again to finish this.”


  “Aye, sir, I’ll transmit the orders to the fleet.”


  “Good, once that is done I want you to work up a firing solution on those colonies. We’ll fire a salvo of ground attack missiles as we pass.”


  Ground attack missiles were missiles tipped with pure titanium instead of nuclear warheads. Accelerated to high speeds they would penetrate deep into the planet’s crust, causing colossal local damage. At least he would have the last say in this engagement Zheng consoled himself.


  Captain Wolfe had been watching the entire battle longing for the chance to get her ships into range. She had felt the death of each of the British ships. She was proud of what they had achieved but now she wanted to get her revenge. Her fleet could fire a much larger salvo compared to Jansen’s and she wanted to make it count.


  “Captain, the Chinese are changing direction,” her sensor officer reported. “It looks like they are trying to avoid action.”


  “What?” she questioned.


  It didn’t make any sense. The Chinese still out massed her by more than two to one. Her flak guns and ECM penetrator missiles would even the odds some, but the Chinese would still have the advantage.


  “Navigation, try and keep them in range. I want to get off as many salvos as we can before they blow past us. And be prepared to reverse course, it may be a trick to try and get us to come into plasma range.”


  Despite her and her navigation officer’s best efforts Wolfe couldn’t prevent the Chinese from escaping. The fleets passed close enough for them to fire one missile salvo each. The British ships put out eighty-two missiles. Knowing that it would be her only salvo, Wolfe had ordered that her cruisers load two ECM penetrator missiles each.


  The remaining Chinese could only manage a salvo of 180 but it was still significant. When it became clear that almost all the missiles were targeted at the flak frigates and corvettes, they pulled away from the rest of the fleet. The British had learnt from the Damang Incident. Each ship ignored the missiles angling toward it and instead focused on protecting her sister ships. The move worked well, knocking out most of the Chinese missiles but, in the end, both flak frigates took proximity hits and exploded. Almost all of the other missiles aimed at the rest of the fleet were knocked out with one exception. A lucky hit took out the light cruiser Demise.


  On board the battleship Hai Hu concern tinged the sensor lieutenant’s voice as he shouted, “Admiral, they have more ECM missiles in this salvo than normal. They are going to hit us hard.”


  Zheng could do nothing but watch the coming destruction. All he could hope for now was that the fleet he had sent to Camelot had achieved more success. Once he combined his forces and licked his wounds he knew he would be back.


  One by one the British missiles disappeared off the plot. Ten made it into attack range and a medium cruiser and a destroyer both took direct hits and exploded. Hai Hu shook as she took another proximity hit that knocked out more sensor nodes and another missile tube. After ensuring no more serious damage had been caused, Zheng gave the order to fire a final volley of missiles at the planet’s surface. Everything that remotely looked like a British piece of equipment was targeted.


  Unopposed, Zheng smiled as he watched the missiles rain down destruction on the planet as he led his ships out of the system. Even though he was leaving the system in defeat he could at least hold onto one success. The British efforts to settle the planet had been thwarted for now, and he knew he would be back.


  Onboard Valkyrie Jensen also smiled. Unknown to Zheng his last act of vengeance proved to be impotent. One of her first acts when she came to Excalibur had been to organize her engineers to set up fake colonies. She had hoped it would give her another tactical option in any battle. In the end they had served their purpose perfectly, luring the Chinese Admiral deeper into the system, setting up her ambush. Finally, she allowed herself to relax, the battle was over. It had cost them dearly, but they had achieved the impossible, they had managed to drive off two Chinese battleships.
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  FIRST BATTLE OF EXCALIBUR: BATTLE REPORT


  On 13 March, 2465 AD a Chinese fleet under High Admiral Zheng attacked the British forces guarding the Excalibur system. The British forces commanded by Rear Admiral Jensen were outnumbered by a factor of almost three to one.


  However, Jensen managed to get a portion of her fleet into plasma range and rake the Chinese warships. Soon after the Chinese were forced to retire from the system.


  Chinese loses: One battlecruiser, a heavy, medium and light cruiser along with five destroyers and four frigates.


  British losses: One heavy and two light cruisers along with one destroyer, three frigates and one corvette.


  Outcome: British victory.


  -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD.


  



  



  13 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS PELICAN | THE CAMELOT SYSTEM


  HMS Pelican exited shift space on the edge of Camelot’s mass shadow. Her captain was about to order Admiral Jensen’s warning to be transmitted when his sensor officer stopped him.


  “Sir, I’m picking up lots of radiation bouncing around out there. I think we are too late. The readings are consistent with a high number of nuclear detonations.”


  “Shit,” Jennings said, “are there any signs of friendly ships?”


  “Negative, sir, I’m not picking up any vessels in the system.”


  “OK, continue scanning while our jump drive charges. Navigation, I want to jump us a further six light hours out of the system, let’s see if we can pick up anything from the battle.”


  Jennings had always thought it strange that a ship could jump further from a system and in effect look back in time. If he could get a telescope powerful enough he could jump to a position where he could watch his great, great grandfather back on Earth. Yet now it was going to prove useful. He could jump further out of the system and look back at the battle that had already occurred.


  Half an hour later the entire bridge watched silently as the sensors picked up a large group of Chinese ships heading into the system. The British had already reacted, and Commodore Williams was leading his forces to engage the intruders. At this range it was impossible to do anything more than identify the number of heat sources. Estimating type and class was out of the question. They could however, detect the heat and radiation of nuclear explosions.


  The commodore’s ships survived the first two waves of missiles and managed to take out one of their opponents with their return fire. However, as the third set of explosions blossomed around his ships two of Commodore Williams’ eight blips disappeared. Then two more disappeared in the next salvo. Finally, the fifth salvo from the Chinese ships destroyed the last British ship. In all, four Chinese ships had also disappeared from the plot yet no one on board had cheered their loss. The RSN had never lost an entire task force before. No amount of Chinese losses would make up for the men and women that had just disappeared in front of Pelican’s eyes.


  #
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  15 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Two days had passed since the first battle of Excalibur. Most of Rear Admiral Jensen’s ships were in orbit around Excalibur effecting repairs. The initial joy over the defeat of the Chinese had given way to dismay at the news from Camelot. Almost all of the ships in the Void had served as one unit back at Britannia and so everyone had lost friends in one or both systems.


  James was eager to get out of Excalibur and return to V17 to see what the Chinese were up too. Yet every functioning ship was needed to patrol the approaches to Excalibur in case a Chinese ship tried to sneak into missile range.  Admiral Jensen had contacted him personally to commend him on his actions in the battle. She suspected the Chinese would have driven on and destroyed Wolfe’s task force if Drake hadn’t spooked them off. As a reward, she had promised she would release Drake to go and watch the Chinese fleet, but not until enough ships had been repaired to set up a proper picket system.


  “Commander,” Sub Lieutenant Fisher said from her position manning the sensors console.  “Two ships have just lit off their drives and are coming out of orbit from Excalibur.”


  “Acknowledged, Lieutenant,” James replied. “Navigation, plot us a course out of the system that will line us up for a jump to V17.”


  It took just over two hours for the message James had been expecting to reach Drake from Valkyrie. Admiral Jensen had sent a video message and so James put it on the main holo-display.


  “Commander, we now have enough ships back in fighting trim to allow me to spare you. We need to know what the Chinese are up to. I want you to jump into V17 but don’t enter the mass shadow. Watch for as long as you need but once you have a good idea of their strength and intentions, head straight back. And again, pass on my thanks to your crew.”


  When James had first spoken to the rear admiral after the battle she had looked tired and haggard. Now she seemed back to her calm and controlled self. That was reassuring.


  “Navigation,” James ordered, “Bring us onto our new vector, it’s time to return to the lion’s den.”


  #
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  HOURS LATER, REAR ADMIRAL Jensen watched Drake disappear from the system. She had been desperate to send someone to poke their nose into V17, but she hadn’t had enough ships to properly protect her fleet. Already she had sent one badly damaged destroyer back to Cambridge with news of the battle and a request for immediate aid. The Chinese light cruiser that had been damaged and then surrendered was almost ready to be sent home as well.


  Currently, she only had Valkyrie and six other cruisers under her command.  She had lost almost a third of her force when the two Chinese battleships had tried to force their way into the system. If Commodore Williams’ task force was added to the equation the proportion lost approached half of the ships she had entered the Void with. Those losses had been taking their toll on her. They were all men and women who she had spent the last year commanding. Now they were simply gone. Thankfully, she had more than enough responsibilities to keep her busy and stop her mind dwelling on the losses for too long.


  The last two days had been nerve wracking, to say the least. She had feared the Chinese would either come back in strength to finish the task or send their smaller ships to coast into Excalibur. The Chinese still had more than enough firepower to destroy her fleet if they came against her with everything they had. On the other hand, a small ship could enter the system under stealth and possibly get close enough to launch a spread of missiles. With so many damaged ships she hadn’t been able to properly cover all the approaches.


  Her only source of hope had been the damage she had managed to deal to the two battleships. Valkyrie had scored some direct hits with her plasma cannons and a review of the battle had shown that some missiles had scored proximity hits as well. Both battleships were a long way from being inoperable. They had shown that with their last salvo at Wolfe’s task force. However, Jensen hoped she had done enough damage that the Chinese Admiral wouldn’t want to risk them again until they were fully repaired.


  A week before the battle she had received an update from the Admiralty. Vice Admiral Cunningham was only weeks away from being ready to leave Cook and make for the Void. It had taken the message three weeks to reach her. Cunningham should be on his way by now. All she had to do was hold on.


  #
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  17 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | EDGE OF THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  “Communications, send the report to Valkyrie,” James ordered once the sensors had updated to show that everything was as expected around Excalibur.


  Drake had just jumped into the system after spending four days patrolling V17. They had not managed to locate all the Chinese ships they were expecting to be there after the battle. James guessed some were lying in stealth within the system. However, they had identified the two battleships. They were both in low orbit around the habitable planet in the system. James had sent in a number of recon drones to try and get a look at what they were up to. Three of the four had been spotted and destroyed by the picket ships. The fourth had managed to beam back some visuals before it too had been destroyed. It seemed that both battleships were docked with the repair station the Chinese had under construction. The drone hadn’t been able to get a good look at the damage they had sustained but the fact they were both docked at the station spoke for itself. It gave the British a good bit of breathing space. As long as both ships were receiving repairs they couldn’t be mounting any offensives.


  As his report was beamed into the system, James kept Drake just beyond the mass shadow. He expected to be ordered right back to V17 and so didn’t want to waste any time heading into the system. That said, it would still take over fourteen hours for his report to reach Valkyrie and a response to be sent out to the edge of the system.


  Once the report was sent, James headed back to his quarters to change out of his uniform. He had ordered the cook to prepare a meal for all his senior officers. Everyone had been on edge for the last few weeks. The stress of constant patrol duty had only been heightened since the battle of Excalibur. Everyone on board had now seen real action. No one was particularly keen to have to go through it again.


  He had planned this meal to help everyone unwind and relax. Only Sub Lieutenant Hanson wouldn’t be there as he was on watch. The officer’s mess had been the only room large enough for everyone to fit in and so he was getting a rare opportunity to come into the world of his subordinates. Andrea, his friend and accountant, had sent on board a case of expensive French wine from the Bordeaux region when they had their short stay on Earth. It had been a celebration for his estate finally turning a profit.


  Ordinarily, the crew of an RSN spaceship was not allowed to consume alcohol. The regulations did however, stipulate that in special circumstances the commander or captain had the authority to waive the rule. James had decided that now was a good time. With Drake sitting on the edge of the system powered down, and in stealth, they would be all but undetectable unless a ship came out of shift space right on top of them. Realistically, this was the only chance they were going to get to enjoy a period of relative safety. James wanted to make the best if it.


  Satisfied that he was dressed suitably, he made his way to officer country. Along with Second Lieutenant Gupta and his sub lieutenants, the ship’s pursuer, who oversaw the stores of Drake, the chief engineer and the RSN marine Lieutenant all shared the officer’s section. Tradition meant that every British ship still carried a small complement of marines. Drake had only ten, yet they had come in handy in their mission to capture the Chinese destroyer.


  As he entered the dining area he saw that everyone was already there. Walking over, he took his seat at the head of the table. “Welcome everyone, or should I say thank you for welcoming me into your home,” James began with a smile. “This is probably going to be the only chance we get to relax and unwind over the next few weeks, so I want you all to enjoy yourselves. Don’t think of us as commander and subordinates, we’re all equals at the table tonight, so relax. Of course,” he continued as he winked at Sub Lieutenant Becket.  “Those who are on duty in a few hours should remember to take some detoxing stimulants after they have enjoyed tonight’s lovely wine.”


  As James sat, a number of crew who had been drafted in by the cook to help serve the food, appeared and began to distribute the first course. It was a blend of a traditional British vegetable soup with a popular recipe from Britannia, which mainly used native plants.


  For the first few minutes everyone ate in silence. Just as James was about to give up on seeing his officers open up, Gupta broke the silence and came to his rescue. “Fisher, I hear you and Becket had a bit of fun earlier today. Care to retell the story for the rest of us?”


  Fisher had to set her spoonful of soup down as she tried to hold back a giggle. In contrast Becket looked up from her soup aghast.


  Before either got a chance to reply, James mouthed a thank you to Gupta. Becket then began to tell the story, but Fisher quickly shushed her.  “I think the story should come from me – I got the best view after all.” Before Becket could protest Fisher launched into her account of the story. “Chief Harkin had sent us both down to check on the power relays around number two reactor. Becket had been boasting that she had read of an engineer who could check a power relay simply by touch. She had claimed he was able to judge the power levels going through it, just from the static it gave off.


  “When we got there, she insisted I put my plasma spanner away and allow her to check the relays by hand. What she hadn’t realized was that they had been fluctuating quite badly. As soon as she touched the second one, her hair shot up and she began to jerk and jolt like crazy. Even when she managed to take her hand away from the relay, the current still jumped out and kept the connection. She had to take four or five steps away from the relay to break the connection. And all the time she was still jerking and shaking! The engineering crew had a right laugh. Every time they see her now they break into a jerking robot dance! In fact, I got a message from one of them, they managed to get the security holo-recording.”


  Fisher reached over to an input terminal on the table and after a few clicks had turned on the holo display in the room. Becket tried to grab her hands away, but O’Rourke grabbed Becket in a bear hug, holding her off. Moments later a recording of the entire ordeal began to play out in front of the officers. Becket hung her head in embarrassment all the way through the recording.


  As the laughs died down, James showed his approval. “Well I think we know who the prize for Drake’s best dancer goes to! Though the award for most promising engineer may have to go elsewhere.”


  Everyone knew that next to the chief engineer, Becket was the most knowledgeable when it came to Drake’s impulse or shift space engines. James hoped this incident would keep her from getting too big headed.


  He sat back as the conversations began to flow. Fisher was continuing to mock Becket and she even got up to give everyone a rendition of the jerking dance. Thirlwall was telling the pursuer all about her childhood on Thames, one of Britain’s newest colonies. The conversation eventually turned to the war and both O’Rourke and Graham were prodding Gupta about her views.


  “Come on, sir, do you really think the Chinese will keep coming at us? We gave them a real licking. The terms of the UN agreement are very generous for them. They get to keep the planet they have now, and no more blood has to be spilled.”


  “That’s all perfectly true of course,” she replied. “But if you know your history you will know that the human race rarely gives away anything it thinks is theirs. The Chinese did discover the Void first. They obviously think they own all of it. Their actions at Damang and here at Excalibur show that they are more than willing to shed blood to keep what is theirs. We have hurt them, but they still outnumber us, and they have many more ships they can send into the Void.


  On a slightly more fearful note Becket asked, “Do you think they will be back soon then, sir?


  “You have all seen the take we got from V17. Their battleships are under repair, so I don’t think they’ll be here in the next few hours. But yes, they’ll be back.”


  “What about you, Commander, when do you think they will be back?” Fisher asked. James was pleased that she was obviously overcoming some of her shyness around him. As he paused before answering, every other conversation ceased. All eyes turned to him.


  “Gupta is right. She has clearly thought things through. We all know the Chinese have been lagging behind us when it comes to the expansion race. Their population just hasn’t had the same drive to get out into space. That has hurt the speed at which their government can ramp up their economic and industrial growth on new colonies. Added to that is the fact none of their colonies have been class I or II habitable planets. Cook is a paradise compared to Wi Liang or Parcal and Britannia makes everything they have pale into insignificance. Two of the planets in the Void, Camelot and V34 are both Class II and Excalibur isn’t too far behind. Yet they have been awarded neither by the UN. Think about things from the Politburo’s point of view. They see us as their enemies. We’ve been slowly pulling ahead of them. If we get Excalibur and Camelot, we will only get stronger. Their only advantage over us is the size of their military and we are working hard to come to parity with them in that department. As Gupta said, they have already shown their ability to shed blood. I see no reason for the Politburo to stop now. If they give up, they are basically accepting that they are second best. I don’t think that’s even a possibility in the Chinese mindset.


  “I have grown up all my life around people who thought they were at the pinnacle of power. I used to think that too before I was assigned to Drake. I know what it’s like to fall from grace. The Politburo won’t back down. Not when the alternative is a slow fading into insignificance. My father faced the same choice when his first business venture failed. Rather than admit defeat he covered it up and tried to fix the problem by firing good money after bad. I have seen how that worked out but I’m not sure the Politburo can see the folly of a long-protracted war.”


  “Is that why you were sent to Drake, because of your father? I thought it was because of the Princess?” O’Rourke asked.


  This time every eye turned to O’Rourke. He was the youngest person around the table and he seemed to shrink back from all the attention. Gupta began to change the subject, but James waved her to stop.


  Sighing he said, “I suppose you have all seen the news reports from when we left Earth. Well, as you can imagine things are complicated. As you know the nobility protects its image with a vengeance, the King more than anyone. Christine and I hope to have a future together, the King thinks otherwise. That’s really all I’m going to say on the matter.”


  As James went back to his meal everyone followed suit. Slowly the whispered conversations grew back into a noisy ruckus as the wine continued to have its effect.  As desert came out and everyone’s attention was elsewhere Gupta leaned over to her commander. “I think your idea has worked well, sir. Everyone seems to be enjoying themselves. I’m sure you and Christine will be able to work things out in the future.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant,” James whispered back. “Christine shares your enthusiasm, I just hope you are both right.”


  As the conversations continued to flow, James sat back in his chair and relaxed each of his muscles in turn. He was happy not to be drawn into any more conversations. Instead he enjoyed watching each of his subordinates unwind and show a side of themselves that they usually kept hidden from their commander.


  #
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  FOURTEEN HOURS AFTER the message from Drake had been sent into the Excalibur system, James was back on the bridge awaiting the reply from Valkyrie. Sure enough, a message came back from Rear Admiral Jensen almost exactly when he was expecting it. Drake was to head back to V17 and watch the Chinese fleet.  She was to stay there until she had something important to report or she was relieved.


  After reading through the order twice, James looked over to Sub Lieutenant Hanson, who was manning the navigation console. “Are the coordinates locked into the jump drive?”


  “Yes, sir, everything is ready.”


  “OK, engage the engines. Take us to V17.
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Superiors
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    The command structure of the Empire’s navy was taken from the British Royal Space Navy, which in turn was taken from the Royal Navy before it. The Royal Navy had the longest and most prestigious history of any of the navies that combined to form the Empire and so assuming its command structure was the obvious choice


    -Excerpt from Empire’s Rising, 3002 AD

  


  



  25 MARCH, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | EDGE OF THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Once Drake dropped out of shift space James watched the holo displays update themselves. They had spent the last week doing what Drake had been designed for.  After arriving at V17 they had spent a day slowly coasting up to the shift limit. There, Drake had silently watched the Chinese fleet as it began to reassemble itself. One of the battleships had finished its repair work and, with a number of the cruisers, was drilling battle formations. After collecting lots of data on their drills, James had jumped Drake to the other side of the system and repeated the process.


  Finally, once he had been satisfied that they had managed to identify most of the Chinese ships patrolling the system, he had taken Drake on two passes into the system. Neither entered the inner system as it was too heavily patrolled, however, he still managed to get a reasonably good look at the Chinese fleet. All in all, he felt he had a very accurate picture of the Chinese ships present at V17.


  Things had gotten a little hairy when another British scout ship had jumped into the system. One of the Chinese picket ships had picked it up and given chase. A number of other Chinese ships also joined the chase and the ensuing commotion had almost led to Drake being discovered as well. Thankfully, some quick thinking had kept them out of detection range.


  After the second pass through the system he had decided to return to Excalibur. The second battleship was still undergoing repairs, but the rest of the Chinese fleet looked like it was battle ready. The ships the Chinese Admiral had under his command were more than capable of blowing Rear Admiral’s Jensen’s fleet into space dust, even without the second battleship. As they looked about ready to make a move, James had decided he better get back to Excalibur. He didn’t know how much information the other scout had managed to get.


  Just before he jumped out of the system more Chinese ships had jumped in. A battlecruiser, heavy cruiser, six other cruisers and twelve smaller ships had almost jumped in right on top of Drake. James knew their arrival meant the Chinese Admiral would be able to resume offensive operations. It was time for Drake to get back to Excalibur.


  As the initial readings of the Excalibur system came up fear pierced his heart. For a moment he thought that somehow the Chinese fleet had found a way to beat him to Excalibur. There was a large number of ships moving into the system. Their impulse drives were lighting up the gravimetric sensors. James relaxed as logic took over. There was no way the Chinese fleet could have gotten so far into the system ahead of him. The ships must be reinforcements! Vice Admiral Cunningham had arrived.


  Over the next couple of minutes, the plot gained more detail, as Sub Lieutenant Fisher, who was manning sensors, was able to identify a number of the ships. There were two new battlecruisers in Cunningham’s fleet along with five heavy cruisers and another twenty smaller cruisers. Fisher wasn’t able to get a positive ID on the smaller classes of ships at this range but there were over thirty other support ships.


  Further back from the main body of the fleet there was another squadron. None of the drives matched known British vessels. Fisher had designated them as unknown friendlies and had identified one light cruiser and three smaller ships, probably destroyers. They seemed to be escorting three other ships; one of them was rather large.


  James put the mystery to the back of his mind. No doubt he would find out soon enough. “Send our report to Valkyrie and take us in toward Excalibur, I’m sure we’re going to be getting new orders.”


  Looking around the bridge he smiled. “If the Chinese try to jump us anytime soon they’re going to get nasty surprise.”
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  SEVERAL HOURS LATER James found himself aboard HMS Churchill, Vice Admiral Cunningham’s flagship. Sat around him were over forty other Commanders, Captains and Flag lieutenants. They were all crammed into the battlecruisers tactical briefing room. As he finally managed to squeeze into his own seat, a side door opened, and Vice Admiral Cunningham walked to the front of the room accompanied by Rear Admiral Jensen and Commodore West.


  James studied the man closely. He had taken some of the admiral’s lectures at the lunar academy. Cunningham looked just as sharp and distinguished as ever. He had been over 120 when James had sat under his teaching almost eight years ago and yet he still walked with the ease of someone who had undergone expensive anti-aging treatments. Apart from a few tinges of grey hair around his ears, there was no sign that the admiral was of his great grandfather’s generation.


  The main medical discoveries with regard to anti-aging treatments had only happened fifty years ago and, initially, they had only been available to the super rich. Today they were readily available, if still somewhat expensive. It was standard practice to offer them freely to all RSN graduates from the lunar academy. James had been assured that he could expect to live to at least two hundred before he would begin to feel the effects of old age. For Cunningham to still be on his feet, he must have received one of the first anti-aging treatments. They weren’t as effective as the modern ones but clearly they hadn’t done Cunningham any harm.


  Whatever the admiral’s age, James knew his mental abilities were impeccable. As part of their training, the cadets were made to run simulations against their instructors and, whether in a fleet engagement or single ship combat, Cunningham had wiped the floor with James a number of times. As a close friend of his uncle’s the admiral had been approachable and ready to offer help. James looked forward to remaking the admiral’s acquaintance.


  “OK, everyone please be seated,” Rear Admiral Jensen shouted over the hum of conversations going on in the briefing room.


  When everyone had finally quieted down Admiral Cunningham spoke. “Well everyone, welcome to Excalibur. For those of you were already here I want to offer my congratulations on holding the system. I have read over Admiral Jensen’s battle report and I am suitably impressed with everyone’s performance.


  “I have called this meeting because I want you all to know our plan for prosecuting this war to its finish. The Government and the Admiralty have no desire to get embroiled in a long-term war of attrition with the Chinese. We don’t want their systems, we don’t even want total control over the Void. Space is big enough for all of us. That said, the Chinese have clearly shown us that they don’t share these sentiments. With that in mind we’re going to make sure they can’t cause any more harm.


  “My plan is simple. Rear Admiral Jensen and I will take our forces to V17 and set up a blockade around the system. No Chinese ships will be allowed to leave. It is the Admiralty’s hope that once the Politburo and Chinese Admiral see that every ship they send to V17 becomes stuck there, they will be willing to come to terms. However, if the Chinese at V17 do want to fight then we will show them what the RSN is made of. We now have nearly twenty percent of the total RSN tonnage operating within the Void. We have a powerful force under our command ladies and gentlemen. We will be getting more reinforcements, but they will be trickling in, for now it’s up to us. We will be expected to do our duty with what we currently have; it’s our job to do everyone back home proud. Are there any questions at this stage?”


  Captain Adams of the destroyer Sparrow stood and asked, “Sir, as you know I was here when the Chinese attacked us three weeks ago. I have seen their resolve first hand. How likely do you think it is they will want to fight again?”


  “A good question, Captain,” The Admiral began. “We have brought with us new intel from RSNI. We believe the admiral in charge of the Chinese is Admiral Zheng. He was able to handpick his Captains, at least those of his original fleet. We believe he will put up a fight. He has nothing to go back to, if he goes back empty handed he will be exiled for his failure. For that reason, we need to be working from the assumption that he will try to force a confrontation. If our blockade of the V17 system is successful, we may be able to starve him of fuel before he can force a large-scale engagement. That is our hope at least. If it comes to it though we need to be ready to fight. Admiral Jensen has already shown us how it’s done.”


  Wolfe was the next to raise her hand. “Admiral, what about the Swedish ships, can we expect any help from them if it comes to a fight?”


  James finally got an answer to his question. The second squadron keeping its distance from the combined British fleet must be Swedish. They must have come to lay claim to V34. As he continued to watch, the Vice Admiral switched the image on the holo display to show the small squadron James had been curious about.


  “I’m afraid not, Captain. As you can see our Swedish neighbors have brought a few combat ships, two supply freighters and their colony ship. Their plan is to found a colony on New Stockholm as soon as possible.  Officially, they are neutral in this combat. Unofficially, they are afraid the Chinese won’t respect their neutrality and end up dragging them into the war.


  “They therefore have no intention of doing anything that looks like supporting us. In fact, I think they wish we would all just disappear or better yet that they could get a colony somewhere else. However, they can’t, and we won’t. As this is the only opportunity they’re likely to get for decades to found their own colony, they’re stubbornly pushing ahead with it.


  “The governor in charge of founding the colony is keeping his plans close to his chest. My guess, however, would be that once we establish our blockade around V17 he will take his ships to New Stockholm and start constructing their colony. It certainly wouldn’t hurt our cause if they joined the war but that is not going to happen anytime soon.


  “Now, if that is all the questions, you should be receiving your orders on your personal datapads. Please check them now and report to your commanding officer for further briefings.”


  James pulled out his data pad and immediately checked his new orders.  He had been assigned to Commodore West’s squadron. She had been given the task of overseeing the continued fortification of the Excalibur system. Apart from her flagship there was nothing larger than a destroyer under her command.


  In frustration James switched off his datapad. He had been at the center of everything that happened so far. Why was he being sidelined now? Looking through the crowd of departing faces James spotted the Vice Admiral. Making his way over he held out his hand as he approached.


  “Admiral, it is good to see you again. I am pleased that you have been given this command. I know firsthand how good your tactical skills really are.”


  The Vice Admiral merely eyed James. “Somerville, I remember you of course, from the academy. What can I do for you?”


  Pausing, James waited for the admiral to take his hand. When Cunningham merely continued to stare at him James was taken aback by the standoffish greeting. Determined he pressed ahead anyway, “Sir, as you know Drake and I have been at the center of things here in the Void. I was hoping my crew would get the opportunity to see things through to the finish. We have spent over two weeks within the V17 system and Drake has proven her ability to sneak around the Chinese fleet.


  The Vice Admiral’s face darkened. He grabbed James’ elbow and directed him toward an unoccupied corner of the debriefing room. “Listen here, Commander Somerville. I will not deny that you have proven yourself very useful in this campaign so far. Before I left Cook I received a full download of all the news stories from Earth, as well as a personal communication from the King. I suggest that if you want your career to progress, you try to be more careful in the future. If it were up to me you would be leading the fleet into V17. But it’s not; we all have to respect our betters. You can begin now by obeying my orders.”


  As the admiral spun and walked off, James had to work quickly to hide the look of shock on his face. He had looked on the Vice Admiral as a close confidant back at the academy. Now the admiral was acting as if they had never met before. “The King!” James whispered through gritted teeth. It seemed as if he was never going to get away from the King’s attempts to punish him for his feelings.


  In a daze, James headed to his assigned briefing room aboard Churchill. When he arrived he was the last to enter. Everyone else had been waiting for him. Without acknowledging James’ tardiness, Commodore West began to outline her plans.


  “As you have all read by now we have been given the job of securing Excalibur and the surrounding systems while the others get to go off and play. You may be disappointed but let me remind you of the causalities we suffered at the battles of Excalibur and Camelot. Going to V17 isn’t going to be a holiday. Further, there’s no guarantee that the Chinese won’t be able to break out of Vice Admiral Cunningham’s planned blockade. If they do, they’ll be heading straight for us. We are going to be prepared for that eventuality. Here are my purposed deployments....”


  As the commodore droned on about her plans for fixed defenses and picket patrols, James lost focus. He was still seething. He had proven himself. He had won some honor back for his family name and he was working to undo all the financial harm his father had caused. The King had no right to interfere with his career like this! I’m going to get my own back, James thought to himself. If I survive this I’m going to make sure the King regrets his pettiness!


  “Commander Somerville, are you listening?” The commodore’s voice brought him back to reality. Looking up he only nodded.


  “Very good, well then you will know that I’m assigning you to the V34 system. I want you to survey it for any Chinese ships lying in stealth. Then you are to monitor the system. It is the Vice Admiral’s belief that the Swedes will head to the system after the blockade is set up. If they do, you will be there to observe what they get up to. You are not to contact them or reveal your presence at any time. If anything happens you can jump out quietly and come and inform me. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” James responded without any enthusiasm.


  Patrol duty. Patrol duty in a system not likely to even see any action. If the Chinese did manage to break through the blockade and head to Excalibur, the first Drake would hear of it would be when news of a victory or defeat got to V34, probably days later.


  Shaking his head, James got up to leave as soon as the briefing was over. He didn’t wait around to chat to his fellow Captains. Instead he made his way to one of Churchill’s flight decks. When he got there, he ordered the first available shuttle to take him back to Drake. He didn’t have to wait long as he was the first to request transit back to his ship. Sitting in the shuttle James had time to think over his situation. Once he calmed down, he began to see the pros and cons.


  If there were a battle, and Vice Admiral Cunningham seemed to think it likely, then it would be a costly one. The British may have the tech advantage, but the Chinese had already shown just how much damage they could deal out. Being assigned to an out of the way system meant his chances of getting back to Earth and Christine had just gone up considerably. Yet, he would be returning with no glory and quite likely no prospect of promotion. If the British fleet won a victory, there would be no end to the stream of successful officers returning home with combat experience. James would be pushed down the list.


  Realization dawned on him. King Edward must have had quite the dilemma. If he had used his influence to get James posted to V17 there was a good chance he would get rid of him. Yet there was also a chance that James could win more fame for himself and rise further in the public’s eyes. Instead King Edward had gone for the safer option. By keeping James out of the way, he was ensuring the media would forget about him and he wouldn’t have a chance to force his way further up the command chain.


  As his anger began to fade, James steeled himself for the future. His earlier vow would not be forgotten. If he got back to Earth, he was going to repay the King in kind, even if it took fifty years. For the present though, he would make do. If he were going to be assigned to a secondary system then he would make sure he carried out his duty to the best of his ability. When the opportunity for promotion came he would be ready. He wasn’t going to remain a lowly commander with a tattered name and little financial power or political clout forever.


  As the shuttle approached Drake, James leaned over to look out the viewing port. He couldn’t help but feel proud. Drake was beautiful in her own bulky way. Her single starboard missile tube was open as a tech team carried out repairs. The electromagnetic rings that formed the missile tube glowed blue as they were tested. They made the open tube look like a giant glowing eye. On her top side the single heavy plasma cannon gave Drake a menacing image. Intermittent sparks of electricity could be seen coming from amidst the various sensor nodes on Drake’s belly.


  Just before he had left the ship James had approved the installation of a towed array. It was a hastily designed external mount that housed a single recon drone. Like the stealth drones, it was engineless the extra space taken up by all the latest passive sensors. The external mount also housed over five hundred kilometers of thin nano carbon cabling.


  A freighter had brought enough of the towed arrays to outfit all the survey ships operating within the Void. The thinking was that the towed arrays would give a ship in stealth two points of contact with an enemy vessel. It would allow Drake or any of the other survey ships to triangulate any contacts they detected to get a better sensor reading and, if necessary, compute a better firing solution.


  James thought it rather ironic that Drake was one of the first ships to be outfitted with one and yet she would not be going to V17. No matter though, he was already thinking of a number of ways that he could use the towed array.


  One the shuttle docked with Drake James made his way to the bridge. He wanted to see how the repairs and new installations were coming along. When he got there Gupta was sitting in the command chair, she nodded to him as he entered.


  “Don’t get up, I’m not here to relieve you, I just want an update on how things are going.” James said.


  Gupta cleared her throat and then began to give a rundown of everything that had happened in the five hours James had been away. As she finished she asked, “How did it go with the Vice Admiral? What is our next assignment?”


  James grimaced, but they would find out soon enough, so he spoke up for the rest of the bridge to hear. “Vice Admiral Cunningham will be taking the bulk of the fleet to V17 to set up a blockade of the system. We have been assigned to Commodore West’s squadron and given the task of patrolling V34.”


  “What!” Sub Lieutenant Fisher almost shouted before she realized where she was. “I mean, I’m sorry, sir, but why aren’t we going to V17? Drake has proved herself, surly we have earned the right to go with the fleet?”


  “Those were my thoughts exactly, Lieutenant,” James replied. “I voiced them to the admiral, but you won’t be surprised to know that it’s not our job to deal out assignments. We’ll go where we’re told and do our duty.”


  As he turned to leave Gupta got up from the command chair and followed him to the exit of the bridge. “Commander, surely there must be a mistake. I know we have to follow orders but look at what we have done already. Can’t the admiral see that we, that you, will be useful in the battle to come?”


  James took a moment to reply, he was a little taken aback at Gupta’s concern. “I can’t speak for the admiral’s views, but I will tell you this, he received a letter from the King. We have the only assignment we are going to get.”


  A look of disgust came over Gupta’s face. James didn’t know if it was directed at him for getting them into this situation or at the King for his abuse of power. Either way he wanted to defuse the situation. Gupta was meant to be the officer on watch. Reaching out he rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder.


  “I apologize for this. My actions have cost you a promotion and now they have gotten us assigned to a backwater system. I promise you, I’ll do my best to see that when Drake next returns to Earth you will be ear marked for a promotion to commander yourself.”


  James realized his words had done the trick when Gupta’s anger seemed to turn to embarrassment. With reddened cheeks she replied, “I’m not angry with you, sir. You have proven yourself over the last few months; I am beginning to enjoy serving under you.  My family was held down and walked all over on New India for generations because of their social status. Those in power did everything they could to keep them down. I may not know first-hand what it is like to be bullied by someone in power, but I have heard all about it. My anger isn’t for my own promotion opportunities. The RSN needs officers like you, our King shouldn’t be jeopardizing that.”


  Stunned, James had to take a step back. He had noticed that their working relationship had been slowly improving since their showdown. Yet he hadn’t realized she had warmed to him so much. Replacing his hand on her shoulder, he smiled at her and said, “Well I’m encouraged you feel that way. I’m glad we can understand each other better. I have to admit, I misjudged you. My anger when I took over command of Drake soured our relationship. I hope we will be able to get over that.”


  Before Gupta could reply James went on, “You will be getting that promotion but for now we have a ship to see to.”


  Blushing again, Gupta hurriedly turned around and headed back to the command chair without a word. After a moment James also turned and went back to his quarters for a much-needed shower. His time on Churchill hadn’t left him feeling particularly clean and relaxed.


  #
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  THREE DAYS LATER JAMES and Gupta were both on the bridge again. Drake had spent the last eight hours making her way out to the edge of Excalibur’s mass shadow. The whole crew by now knew that they were being sent away from where all the action was to be. Reactions had ranged from anger to disappointment and even to relief. James had been keeping an eye on the crew. He was worried about morale. His crew had put their lives on the line time and time again over the last few months. They were taking the snub hard. It hadn’t helped that Drake had been put to the back of the refueling queue. They had been made to wait for two days while every other ship in the fleet had gone ahead of them to refill their stores of He3 from the supply freighters that had come in with Cunningham’s fleet.


  As Drake had been nearing the end of her fuel supply, they had had to power down some of the non-essential equipment just to make sure they had enough left to maneuver to the tankers. James had protested and demanded Drake be moved up the list, yet with no avail. Drake had been deemed a low priority.


  Trying to put that behind him, James stared out at the stars. They were about to make the jump to V34. He consoled himself with the thought that at least he would be able to enjoy the freedom of independent command again.
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Best Laid Plans
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    It has been the same story time and time again down through human history. We do not know when to give up. When we invest in something we cling to it even when it begins to fail and let us down. War is no exception


    -Excerpt from Empire’s Rising, 3002 AD

  


  7 APRIL, 2465 AD | BEIJING, EARTH


  This time Minister Quin hadn’t been able to keep his anger in check. With a loud thud he smashed his fist against the conference table. “This is unacceptable, I promise you High Admiral Zheng will be severely punished. He outnumbered the British, there is no excuse, it was his own incompetence that has caused this defeat. He must be punished.”


  Na was barely listening; a British courier had just brought news of the battle of Excalibur. The British were keeping most of the details of the battle to themselves but what had leaked to the media had been telling. A small British force had managed to drive a larger Chinese fleet away from the system they were calling Excalibur. The defeat was all the more telling because everyone around the table knew the force makeup of the Chinese fleet that was operating in the Void. No one had expected their two battleships to be defeated. It had seemed impossible that the British would have been able to stand against them. Yet they had found a way. Even worse, there was no information on Chinese losses. For all they knew both battleships had been destroyed. Na realized that the battle would reflect badly on the Chinese construction policy. Quin, the Minister for Defense, was simply trying to cover his posterior. His anger was probably being fueled by fear as much as actual animosity. High Admiral Zheng had been Quin’s personal choice to command the fleet sent into the Void. Quin was in trouble.


  It seemed that no one else was paying much attention to Quin’s rant either for as soon as there was a lull in his shouting Minister Xiang broke in, “We can find a scapegoat later. Now we need to address the situation at hand. Chang, surely your intelligence networks have managed to get more information from the RSN than the media outlets?”


  Na sighed inwardly. The Politburo had always been more about power plays than actually cooperating to accomplish a goal. Xiang, the Minister for Development and Chang, the Minister for Intelligence, were the two most powerful men at the table and they were direct competitors. Currently Chang held sway over the politburo and the president was his puppet. Yet things could change. Xiang was clearly angling to lay much of the blame for this catastrophe on Chang and his associates.


  Glaring at his opponent, Chang reluctantly stood and brought up a number of files on the holo display. “As it happens we have managed to get some further information. You are looking at a personnel file listing the deceased RSN officers from ships operating in the Void. After cross checking this with personal assignment information, we already have an estimate the British losses. Our best guess is that they lost a heavy cruiser, two light cruisers, a destroyer and some smaller ships.


  “Apart from some new super weapon there is simply no way the British could have heavily defeated our forces and not taken greater losses. My analysts have concluded that whatever victory the British have had, they can’t have caused us too much damage.”


  Chang made a conciliatory glance at Quin before continuing, “Granted, High Admiral Zheng will still have to give an account of his actions. However, we don’t think that he has managed to lose all the forces under his command yet.”


  As Na looked over to Quin, he saw him visibly relax. Chang’s glance had been enough to reassure him that the blame for the defeat would rest squarely on the High Admiral’s shoulders and not his immediate superiors. As Minister for Defense, Quin wielded oversight of the Chinese naval and ground forces. That included the building program that had decided to push ahead with the new battleships at great expense. If it turned out those ships had been easily defeated, it would be hard for him to avoid the ramifications.


  Seemingly without noticing the effect his glance had, Chang continued, “The reason I called you here was not to cry over the defeat at Excalibur. Rather, we need to press on. As I said, my analysts indicate that High Admiral Zheng should still have most of his force intact, if somewhat damaged. By now he has already received another set of reinforcements and there is a further squadron on the way to the Void. It is my understanding that this last set of reinforcements are just a week away from reaching the Void.”


  Again, Chang looked over to Quin, this time waiting long enough to get an affirmative nod before continuing. “Minister Quin has already informed me that we cannot spare any more ships to send to the Void. Not without leaving our systems uncovered and tempting the British to attack us elsewhere. As that is the case we have to discuss other options. It just so happens that there are already a few plans ready to implement.”


  Sitting down, Chang waved to one of the fleet officers sitting behind his chair. Na wanted to get up and shout that this was all insanity. Blood had already been shed over the Void. Clearly the British weren’t going to roll over and accept Chinese demands. That fact alone should have changed the Politburo’s approach. Never mind the bloodshed. Instead they were pushing on full steam with a plan that would only lead to more senseless loss.


  The only thing that kept him in his seat was the fact that he was already working to bring the war to a close, that and the knowledge that speaking up would do no good. He had already lost the respect of his peers. He had been voicing his concerns about the war, but they had been falling on increasingly deaf ears. Chang and Xiang had both made it clear that peace was not an option. Na did not want to betray his country, but this war was going to do more harm than any peace. Yet, because the two most powerful men in the room were set on continuing the conflict, there was no hope of stopping it from this room. All his continued protests would accomplish would be to lose him further support. There were other means he could explore though.


  Oblivious to Na’s hidden thoughts the meeting continued uninterrupted. The naval officer took control of the holo display and brought up a 3D image of a small space ship. “Ministers, I have been asked to brief you on the X32. This is a top-secret project we have been working on at naval intelligence. As you can see the X32 is a small craft, much smaller than even the corvettes the British use for point-defense purposes.


  “Previously, military planners in our navy and others have dismissed the use of small, fast attack craft. The amount of valstronium needed to protect them from cosmic radiation is prohibitive. Plus, the fact that they could only carry a small payload and were not significantly faster than other larger ships limited their development amongst the other powers. However, given the recent advances in inertial compensators and stealth tech, we believe we have found a use for such a craft.


  “The X32 is what we are calling a missileboat. They are outfitted with two anti-ship missiles. Their planned role is for surprise attacks. A squadron of X32s will be inserted into an enemy system by a mothership, essentially a carrier in space. The X32s will then accelerate to their top speed of 0.32c and coast further into the system. Their anti-ship missiles pack quite a punch but at the cost of only having a limited range, thus they will have to get close. Yet once in range of their targets, preferably stationary ones, or targets that have a predictable orbit, they can launch their missiles with devastating effect. Their stealth tech should make it almost impossible to detect them prior to launch and after launch their maneuverability and high speed should ensure that they exit the combat zone unharmed.


  “The X32s are therefore a first strike craft. Designed to be used to attack enemy hard points, industrial nodes or ships in orbit, they will soften up a target before the fleet moves in.”


  Hanshon, the Minister for Energy raised his and asked a question, “and how are the ships recovered. Surly a ship that small won’t be able to carry the fuel to reverse course and return to its mothership?”


  “Correct,” the fleet officer said. “The ships were designed to be expendable if it comes to it. They will have enough fuel to decelerate and come to rest at the other side of the target system. If they can be recovered after a battle they will be. Obviously their recovery will not be a high priority in the middle of a battle but once hostilities are finished they can be picked up. If, for some reason, they cannot be recovered the damage they should be able to inflict will still be worth their loss. With that in mind the X32s have been highly automated and only require a crew of three. For the most part the X32s will be manned by volunteers.”


  Standing Chang nodded to the officer, “Thank you, Commander, that will be all.” Briefly he scanned the faces of his colleagues around the table before continuing. “As you can see we still have a few tricks up our sleeves. Given recent developments I believe it is time to bring the X32s to the table.”


  Na couldn’t help himself. “But Minister Chang, these weapons are first strike weapons. Fighting is already well underway in the Void. Do you mean to expand the fighting to other systems? If we launch a surprise attack against another British world it could spell disaster for us, they will respond in kind!”


  “Sit down!” Chang shouted. “If I want the opinion of a junior minister around this table I will ask. And let me make this clear Minister Na, I do not want to hear one from you!”


  Chang stared Na down until he relented and returned to his seat. A new wave of frustration and helplessness washed over Na. His seniors had almost brought the People’s Republic of China to its financial knees with their mismanagement and military spending. Now they were going to threaten their own nation’s priceless infrastructure by giving the British a thirst for revenge. There would only be one response from the British if one of their home systems were attacked.


  Satisfied that he had intimidated Na into silence Chang continued, “As I was saying, we need to show the British that we do not intend to back down. Both we and the British have committed a significant percentage of our fleet to the Void. What we have left is needed for defending our systems. I can only assume the British are in a similar situation. The X32s will allow us to strike a decisive blow against their infrastructure and force them to pull ships out of the Void. That should give High Admiral Zheng and the rest of our reinforcements enough time to hit back with their own counter attack as well.


  “It is my wish that we take a vote on this issue immediately. I therefore propose that we vote to approve a series of strikes by X32s on the Cook and Britannia systems.”


  As Xiang stood, Na desperately held onto a flicker of hope that he was going to try and stop the attack.


  “There are inherent risks with this approach. If we open up another front in the war the British will follow suit. What guarantees do you have that they won’t hit us back just as hard?” he asked instead.


  “It’s simple,” Chang replied, “we will hit them hard and fast. The X32s will cause devastating damage. Once we have demonstrated their power and our willingness to use them, we will offer the British terms. They will have to vacate the Void but apart from that we will offer to go back to the status quo. We won’t try to take any other systems or reparations from them.”


  Nodding, Xiang was clearly thinking about Chang’s answer. “And what if something changes in the meantime. It could take weeks or months to mount such an attack. If the British can drive High Admiral Zheng out of the Void they will think victory is in their grasp. Even if we hit them hard they may not want to surrender.”


  “That won’t be a problem,” Chang countered. “Two squadrons of X32s are already in place outside the Cook system. On our orders they will immediately begin their attack and then move onto Britannia.”


  “Wait a minute,” Minister Hanshon interjected. “What if the British already know of these ships? They could be preparing to mount an attack of their own. We all know how good their intelligence service is.”


  “Not this time,” Chang assured the assembly. “Each squadron has been berthed within a Mustang class transport freighter. They are of American design and almost exclusively owned by independent American traders. Already both freighters have passed through the shift passages to the Alpha and Cook systems without being stopped by British checks. As we speak, they are sitting on the edge of the Cook system awaiting orders. All we have to do is approve their orders and the attack will commence. We have another freighter, this time of Japanese construction, ready to be sent to rendezvous with them and give the go order. All we have to do now is vote. Are there any other questions?”


  When no one stood or raised a hand Chang sat and pressed a button on the conference table. A group of aides entered and began to distribute the ballot papers. A hold over from generations ago the paper voting was meant to keep it anonymous. The reality was that each member voted with his faction, there was never any suspense.


  Na watched the vote in despair. As a junior member he didn’t have a vote on tactical decisions. Instead he had to watch his ‘betters’ unanimously agree to plunge his beloved country further toward the brink of destruction. Na had earned his position thanks to his grandfather’s and great grandfather’s foresight. Both men had invested heavily in the first Chinese colonies. Na and his father had followed their lead and, as a result, Na was one of the wealthiest men in Chinese space. For the last twenty years he had been using that wealth to promote further colonial expansion and exploration. Eventually it had landed him his role on the politburo as Minister for Exploration. Yet, because of his wealth and his off-world investments, he knew just how precarious the situation was in the colonies. All of the political power in the communist party still resided on Earth. His fellow politburo members only looked to the colonies as a source of wealth and raw materials to be used to build up China. As a result, the economies of the colonies were delicately balanced, constantly trying to stave off disaster as the men in power funneled much of their wealth and profits back to Earth.


  The war had changed all that. With trade being limited and industrial output being focused on military matters, the colonies were being neglected. Na had been using his personal wealth to try and alleviate some of the worst problems, yet it was just a drop in the ocean. Already he had noticed significant opposition to the war developing amongst the populace. Many of the older couples in Chinese society had children who had moved to the colonies. In turn, many of the students that attended the best Chinese universities were children of off world settlers. Through both lines of communication, news of the effects of the war was spreading back to Earth. People were unhappy. The rest of the politburo members had not realized the window of opportunity that this was opening but Na had.


  When the voting was completed, Chang sent his naval aid out to convey the Politburo’s orders to the awaiting freighter that would then travel to Cook with the orders to attack. Satisfied that he had gotten his way he yielded the floor to Minister of the Interior.


  “I wish to bring you all up to date with domestic affairs here on Earth. As you know we have refrained from mobilizing our ground forces as they are not likely to be needed and we didn’t want to cause too much strain on the economy. There have been some problems with switching other areas of our economy to a war footing. Supplies both at home and in our colonies have been running low, though we are largely on top of the problems. As a result, our people have not had to feel much strain, overall their optimism is high.


  “We are getting some indications of organized student opposition to the war. At the moment it doesn’t look like it is going to cause us a great concern. It does indicate a more widespread problem however. My general read on the populace is that they are confused. They know the importance of the Void and they are not too worried about the strain the war is putting on our economy. However, most believed the information coming from the UN. We have tried to put our spin on it but so far we had little success. As it stands, it looks like we fired first, both in the Damang Incident and in the Void. It also appears that we have rejected a fair British offer to share the Void. In another country I would say we should begin to worry. I believe our people will remain loyal however. They may not understand our actions, but they all trust the faithfulness of the Communist Party, we can rely on them to back us, no matter what.”


  Na was not surprised at this attitude. The Communist Party had ruled in China for over five hundred years. It had gone through some changes in philosophy and structure true, but China was still a one-party state and the people were loyal to their party. The expansion into space hadn’t been easy for some of the more democratic countries. The liberal American government had fallen to a conservative coup that had wanted American to regain the lead in the space race. France and Britain had just survived an Islamic revolution after the Meccan incident and while Britain had quickly gotten back on her feet, it had taken France decades. Other countries had gone through their own troubles too, yet China had remained strong. Her people had remained loyal.


  “What about the recent news of defeat, how do you see that affecting the populace’s mood?” Chang asked.


  “It is too early to tell at the moment.” The Minister of the Interior answered. “If we can control the spin on the battle, we may be able to undo much of the damage. I feel we need a win and quickly though. If the people see us losing and can’t understand why we are fighting in the first place, the situation may change quickly. My fear is that the spin coming out of the UN and from allies of the British may also begin to persuade some of our people. In the long run I am confident they will remain loyal, but we may experience the occasional short term problem.”


  “That’s all very well,” Xiang said. “I think everyone would agree that we don’t want to take any chances though. What measures are you taking to ensure we don’t have to divert any resources to handling the populace?”


  “To date,” the Interior Minister began, “we have severely clamped down on any independent media sources that have tried to operate within our sphere of influence. We have also greatly increased our cyber warfare division. The British are trying to flood our datanet with propaganda about the war, but we now have enough specialists to take down their uploads as soon as they appear. My PR division is putting the finishing touches on a release concerning the battle as we speak. The general line will be that the so-called battle at Excalibur was simply a skirmish by a light Chinese squadron testing the British defenses.”


  “There is one problem with that approach,” Xiang announced. “If you portray it as a small skirmish then the public will be expecting a decisive victory to follow. In fact, given everything that has happened so far, I think that is exactly what they need to hear about. I would like to purpose that we send orders to Admiral Zheng to bring the British fleet to battle. Only by forcing a decisive victory will we be able to show our public that this war is in our best interest.”


  “For once I agree with you Minister,” Chang said. “It’s time we brought this war to a close. The attacks on British systems will be a first step. Defeating their fleet in the Void will finish them off and appease our populace at the same time. Now, if the junior members of this meeting would excuse us, I wish to discuss the finer details with my colleagues.”


  With that Na got up and left. He knew now that Chang and Xiang would never end this war. They were taking China to the brink of disaster. Thankfully, he already had contingency plans in place. It was time to activate some of them.


  #
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  7 APRIL 2465 AD | HMS VULCAN | EARTH


  As Admiral Somerville was sitting at his desk a chime from his office door alerted him someone wanted to enter. With a command he opened the door and Admiral Russell walked in.


  “Good afternoon, sir,” Russell began and, without letting Somerville welcome him he continued. “I have just received some sensitive intelligence information. One of my operatives in China was contacted by an intermediary claiming to bring a message from Minister Na.”


  “Minister Na?” Somerville asked.


  “He’s a junior member of the Politburo responsible for overseeing the Chinese exploration efforts.”


  “Ah, I thought his name was familiar, what has he got to say to us?”


  “That’s just it. I’m not sure if we can take it seriously or not. He is claiming that he represents a faction within the Chinese government that wants peace, a faction that didn’t want to go to war in the first place. But that is not the most time pressing issue. As evidence of his sincerity he has passed us information on the next Chinese plan of attack. He is claiming that they have secretly constructed a number of missileboats, essentially small fighter type ships. They are supposed to already be in the Cook system awaiting orders to attack our orbital installations. According to Na the Politburo gave those orders an hour ago.”


  “Right,” Somerville said as he jumped up and sprang into action. “If there is even a chance this is true we need to act immediately.” On his control terminal he punched in the commands to open a comm channel with the courier ship Swift.


  “Commander, I have no time to talk. I need you to immediately boost toward the Alpha shift passage. You’ll be taking orders to Cook. I’ll transmit them to you once I have them ready. You have my permission to break all the safety procedures. Get to Cook as fast as you can.”


  After the commander nervously acknowledged his orders Somerville ended the comms’ link. “Right,” he said turning back to Russell. “We have four hours until we need to transmit our orders to Swift before she jumps out. We need to decide what orders to send to Cook and how we’re going to respond to this escalation. Then we need to decide what to do with Na. We have been looking for an opportunity to unite the popular unrest in China against the Politburo. This might just be our chance.”
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Incursion
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    The greatest fear in warfare is the unknown. This hasn’t changed since the dawn of time. What is the enemy planning? Where are his troops? Ever since humans stepped foot into space, this fear has been magnified. With the constant ongoing revolution of technology, commanders must deal with the unending question; what is the latest trick the enemy is going to use, and can it be countered?


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  11 APRIL, 2465 AD | HMS GHOST, DESTROYER CLASS | OUTER EDGE OF THE COOK SYSTEM


  Third Lieutenant Rosin Johnston was sitting in the command chair on the bridge of HMS Ghost when the sensor officer motioned for her to come to his station. Ghost had just left Cook’s main shipyard a month ago and was in the last phase of her work up before she could be deployed.


  “The sensors have been picking up some intermittent thermal signals, Lieutenant. At first I thought they were just a bug we hadn’t worked out of the system yet, but they are too regular.”


  Leaning over the sensor officer’s shoulder Lieutenant Johnston remained silent as she looked at the information the consoles was displaying. “What vector are these readings coming from?” she asked.


  The sensor officer manipulated his console to display a 3D image of the Cook system.  Ghost was at the very edge of the mass shadow caused by Cook’s star. She was out here calibrating her deep space sensors and preparing for a stealth run into the system as the last check of her systems before she could be declared battle worthy. The whole crew was looking forward to seeing how far Ghost could sneak into the Cook system before the local defenders spotted her. The 3D image marked out a line proceeding from Ghost, heading further out of the system giving an estimated position of the sensor readings.


  “As you can see, Lieutenant, the computer can’t get a good estimate of the range of the thermal signals, only their angle.”


  “That’s strange,” Johnston thought out loud. “Whatever it is it’s even further out of the system than us. There is no good reason for a ship to be so far from Cook.” Speaking up for everyone on the bridge to hear her she continued, “Navigation, plot us a course toward these signals, though don’t take us directly toward them. Approach at an angle so we can get a better fix on the range. Sensors, you have the Bridge; I’m going to go and inform the captain. Oh, and don’t take us out of stealth.” The Lieutenant ordered as she left and walked down the corridor toward the captain’s quarters.


  An hour later Captain Lightfoot was the one sitting in the command chair contemplating what was going on. After surviving the Damang Incident and safely returning to Earth he had found himself a bit of a celebrity. He had been forced to endure a lengthy debrief and then had been assigned to the RSN Tactical Think Tank. Basically, a group of RSN officers and other specialists brought in from outside the RSN, the Think Tank’s job was to assess new battle tactics and incorporate new technologies into the RSN’s existing tactical doctrine. He had enjoyed the mental stimulation but with the Think Tank based in London he had been plagued by the media. Eventually, the Admiralty had given him a newly minted destroyer, HMS Ghost, as a reward and he was glad to be aboard a spaceship again.


  As his ship continued deeper into open space he reviewed the sensor readings once more. The strange thermal blips had continued for another ten minutes before disappearing. The sensor officer had backtracked his readings and identified another five blips the computer estimated were a part of the same pattern. All in all, that made thirty estimated blips. What would make such a small thermal blip and yet hope to go anywhere? They were hours away from Cook itself. If the heat emissions were from a ship they hadn’t been large enough to do anything more than effect a course change. Yet the blips had all originated from the same location. Whatever was causing them wasn’t moving. If they were from a fission reactor restarting or experiencing difficulties it had to have been the smallest fission reactor in space. What purpose could it serve? The rhythm his fingers were strumming on his command chair suddenly stopped as it hit him!


  “Navigation, make a direct course for the blips, take us there at full stealth acceleration.”


  “Yes, sir,” came the reply.


  “Tactical, I want you to run a number of simulations based on our data of the Cook defense network. Assume those blips are either thermal leakage from a long-range stealth missile’s drive kicking in or from a small fission reactor starting off. See what the chances are of Cook detecting such a missile before it could get into attack range of the industrial complex in orbit.”


  Fusion reactors powered all British anti-ship missiles. They were smaller and easier to produce in large numbers. A missile with a fission reactor would have a much greater range. However, they would be slower and any target they could attack would have lots of time to get out of the way; unless, of course, the location of the missile’s targets could be predicted: like the geosynchronous orbit of an orbital shipyard or factory.


  “Communications, I want you to prepare a brief information packet to send back to Cook. Detail our findings and my belief that the thermal readings could be from some new form of Chinese missile designed to approach the inner system under stealth. Let them know what to look out for.”


  Lightfoot paused and looked back to his navigation officer. “How long until we can get into visual range of the area?” he asked.


  “Another hour at this rate of acceleration, sir.”


  #
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  ABOARD THE BATTLESTATION Chester in orbit around Cook, Commander Simms was on watch. Five hours ago, a courier from Earth hand jumped into the system. It had been accelerating at full speed toward Cook ever since. Only five minutes ago the first message from the courier had reached the battlestation. It was broadcasting a warning that RSNI believed there was an imminent Chinese plan to attack Cook and its orbitals. Simms had already sent the information to Admiral McGreevy, who was in charge of Cook’s defenses. The Admiral was on his way up. When the second message from HMS Ghost arrived, Simms sat up in his chair. He had hoped to leave any big decisions to the admiral. Yet the admiral wouldn’t thank him for delaying if there was a serious threat to his system. Speaking loudly, he addressed the various officers who were manning the sensor and tactical stations that made up the battlestation’s command and control center. “I want us to bring the system’s defenses to alert status one. We have a credible threat. All ships and battlestations are to go to powered active scanning. I want our pickets to establish an outer ring thirty light minutes from the planet. Nothing is to get close to Cook without us knowing about it. Pay special attention to this vector,” he said as he brought up the data from Ghost. “Our Chinese friends may be sending us a few unwelcome presents.”


  #
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  AS THE FIRST VISUAL images were picked up by Ghost, Lightfoot had to admit he was surprised by what he was looking at. He had been expecting some kind of Chinese warship. Instead there were two American built freighters. Could the American’s be carrying out some sort of espionage on the Cook system? It hardly made sense. American freighters passed through the Cook system all the time. They had no need to go around sneaking about in the outer system. The Chinese must have bought them he concluded. “Tactical, what does the computer make of the images? Is there any sign that the freighters have been modified to fire missiles?” he asked.


  “No, sir,” the tactical officer replied. “As far we can tell the freighters are the same as when they left their American shipyards. If there are any changes they must be on their underbelly, it’s the only side of the ships we can’t get a visual of.”


  “What systems do they have fixed to their underside?” Lightfoot snapped.


  “Nothing much, sir, most of the underside is taken up with the loading bay. This class of freighter is designed to allow atmospheric craft to fly up from the surface of a planet, enter the loading bay and then return directly to the surface with their cargo.”


  “What is the likelihood they are unloading missiles through the docking bay and using some kind of small craft to re-orient them before firing them into the system?” Lightfoot followed up.


  “It’s possible, sir, but I don’t think it is very likely”


  “Why not?”


  “Well,” the tactical officer began. “You would want to be very careful unloading any missiles, especially from a ship not specifically designed to handle them. Even if they had two tugs to take the missiles out of the freighter and line the missiles up, it would take quite a while to unload thirty missiles. All our sensors blips occurred in pairs. That would suggest two tugs, yet we haven’t spotted any yet. And even if they are there the time between blips was very short. It seems more likely that whatever was coming out of the docking bay was maneuvering itself.”


  At that the bridge went silent. Everyone was thinking the same thing, but it was the first lieutenant who was the first to voice it. “Some kind of small fighter like craft?”


  Lightfoot had his doubts but before he could voice them the tactical officer chimed in, “it’s possible, sir, given enough spare valstronium a small ship could be made reasonably safe for high velocities. If it could be kept relatively stealthy they would make good surprise attack craft. They’d be damned hard to spot at anything more than close range.”


  Slowly, a new picture dawned on Lightfoot as he seriously considered the possibility. The Chinese must have bought the two freighters and converted them to house these small attack craft. The freighters would have had no problem passing the checks in the Sol and Alpha systems unless someone actually boarded them and obviously no one had. Whatever armaments the small attack craft were carrying were going to be bad for the defenders of Cook. “Communications send a signal back into the system. Inform the admiral that we believe these two freighters have just deployed a group of fighters. Let them know that the fighters may be coming in on a different attack vector than the one we sent them. If they are in any way maneuverable, they will alter course before lining up for their attack run. A straight line into the system would only lead our defenses back to the two freighters.”


  “Message away, sir.”


  “Good, Navigation, how long until we get within weapons range of the two freighters?” Lightfoot asked.


  Instead of replying the navigation officer frantically danced his fingers across his command terminal. “One moment sir, the two freighters have just powered up their drives and are altering course.”


  There were two beeps in quick succession from one of the secondary display screens. Each beep indicated the gravimetric sensors had detected a ship jumping into shift space.


  “I’m afraid we have lost them, sir. Both freighters just jumped into shift space. The computer is trying to calculate their precise route now. It may take up to thirty minutes though. The only thing I can say for sure is that they didn’t jump toward a shift passage. It looks like they jumped somewhere further round the edge of the system.”


  “Damn,” Lightfoot swore as he punched his fists down on his command chair. Before saying anything else that might give away his disappointment he began to think. Whatever size those fighters are they can’t have their own jump drives. That means they have to meet up with those freighters again if they want to get out of here after their attack. “Tactical, bring up the rough estimate of the direction the freighters jumped.”


  When the image appeared on the holo display Lightfoot studied it. “It looks like they jumped at an angle to make their way around the mass shadow and toward the Britannia jump passage, what do you think Tactical?”


  As the tactical officer began to run the numbers, Lightfoot pictured the Cook system in his mind. Every solar system created a mass shadow within which the shift drive wouldn’t work because of the system’s gravimetric field. That same gravimetric field also created a small bubble in the dark matter that was strewn about the galaxy. Often the gap between the mass shadow and the outer edge of the dark matter bubble was negligible. Yet, in certain systems like Cook, it was large enough to allow ships to make a series of shift drive jumps around the edge of the system. Doing so, allowed ships to move from one shift passage to another without having to enter the inner system. Since Cook was colonized the British government had had problems collecting transport fees from shipping companies who ordered their freighters to skirt around the edge of the Cook system to avoid any fees.


  “It’s possible, sir,” the tactical officer began after reviewing the data, “the Cook system has one of the largest bubbles of dark matter. If they jumped far enough out, they could turn around and jump back along the mass shadow toward the shift passage. That or they could disembark another flight of fighters to make a second attack run on the system from another angle.”


  Lightfoot almost didn’t hear his lieutenant’s last sentence. If they sortie another attack there was nothing he could do, but if they were planning to regroup with their fighters and then go to Britannia and launch another strike... that he could deal with.


  “Navigation, plot the likely least time jump pattern those freighters would use to reach the Britannia passage. Then plot us a series of jumps to follow, only keep us 1.1 light hours back from them. They probably don’t have military grade gravimetric sensors, but I don’t want to take the chance they get a sniff of us.
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  “FLIGHT LEADER, THIS is Red Dragon Two. The power readings on our impulse drive are fluctuating beyond the safety parameters. We’re going to have to drop back out of formation.”


  Flight Leader Le cursed after he keyed an acknowledgement. That was the second missileboat that had been forced to drop back. After an initial burst of their impulse engines to clear the freighters, his ships had cruised into the Cook system for an hour before lighting off their engines again. If they were spotted they didn’t want to draw any attention to the freighters that were their only ride home. He now had his flight of twenty-eight remaining missileboats making a slow burn up above the star’s ecliptic. Once far enough away from the freighters, they would turn back down and charge into the system to deal out as much destruction as possible.


  As his ships continued their cruise, Le began to zone out his surroundings and enter into the meditation technique he had been teaching himself. Ever since the first day of training for operating the new missileboats he had had to endure long simulator runs. Almost every attack plan his superiors had been able to come up with involved long engine burns into a system toward their targets. It could play havoc on anyone’s nerves, being so closely confined for up to ten hours at a time. The only way Le had stayed sane during his training had been using a mediation technique he had downloaded off the datanet and had been teaching himself. When the time came for his missileboats to alter course and begin their dive into the system he gave the order, barely noticing it. Even when another missileboat reported engine trouble and had to drop back he was able to stay calm.


  Eventually they got to within one light hour of their target. Slowly Le brought himself out of his meditative state. Almost as soon as he did his ships began to report active radars ahead. At this range Le knew they could only be from a ship’s main search radar. Someone knew they were coming. Instead of being able to carry out a simple sweep in toward Cook, he now had to contemplate dancing his way past a number of patrols before he could get close enough to launch his missiles.


  Before leaving Chinese space he had drilled for just such a situation with his fellow pilots. Everyone knew what to do. Their one advantage was that their ships were too small for the system pickets to hit with their anti-ship missiles. They would have to close to plasma cannon and anti-missile range. If Le could manage it, he should be able to dart through the picket line before they realized that they would have to close with him.


  For the next ten minutes he allowed his missileboat’s computer to analyze all the radar energy his flight was picking up. Soon he had a rough plot of where all the picket ships were. Carefully, he planned out a route past them all and sent it to the rest of his ships via laser links. Any radio transmissions would give them away.


  When the final missileboat acknowledged Le sent out the order. As one, the missileboats turned onto the new vector. He was reasonably confident that the pickets wouldn’t pick up the thermal readings from their small maneuvering thrusters. However, they would have to make their next course adjustment only twenty light minutes from one of the picket ships. That was going to be close.


  All of a sudden the radar sweeps from the pickets began to change. The sweeps switched from a regular pattern to random high-powered beams. It also seemed as if the pickets themselves had given up their pre-set flight path and were now deviating their trajectory randomly. They know we’re not missiles, Le thought to himself. Or at least standard missiles, they think we can maneuver past their pickets. Le smiled. With luck they wouldn’t realize just how good their stealth tech was. It had been one of the Chinese intelligence services’ better successes. His missileboat and the other twenty-six of his remaining flight were covered in an outer layer of the latest British radar-absorbing tech. Even the picket’s random search patterns shouldn’t be able to detect them all.


  Le looked down as the computer beeped. The new trajectories of the picket ships meant they would have to make their next course change soon. If they delayed any longer the thermal bloom from their engines would be detected. Yet their new course would also now bring them closer to several British ships.


  After sending the updated course to his flight Le keyed the audio link. “This is Dragon Leader. We’re going to pass close to three British ships. If they detect you I want you to go to full power and make a run at the ship. See if you can take it out. Hopefully that will get everyone’s attention and allow the rest of us to get through to our target. We all volunteered for this and we knew what we’re signing up for. Good luck. Dragon Leader out.”
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  ABOARD THE FRIGATE Ajax, Commander Montgomery wasn’t sure what the admiral was thinking. Currently Montgomery had his ship powering through space making random course changes, often severe ones. That and having to run his primary search radar for so long was going to mean Ajax would be making a trip to the repair yard at Cook sometime soon for a replacement. He understood there was a creditable threat to the system’s industry, but fighters? And ones that would be able to sneak past the outer picket the admiral had set up – it seemed far-fetched! Orders were orders though and if Ajax had to spend some down time at the repair dock his crew would enjoy the shore leave.


  Just then alarms went off around the bridge. “Commander,” shouted one of the bridge officers, “we have picked up two small anomalies twenty light seconds off the starboard beam. They are very small, but they are in the range of what we have been told to look for.”


  Montgomery tried to shake himself out of his doubtful thoughts, but it was difficult. “So, you think these are the fighters we are expecting?”


  “They appear to match the data Ghost sent to the fleet, sir,” the officer replied.


  “Very well, can you get a missile lock on them?”


  “Not a clear one, they must have some radar absorbing tech. Even at this close range we’re struggling to get a read on them,” the tactical officer said.


  “OK here’s the plan. We’ll launch two missiles at each of those craft and then we’ll come about and head for them at full power. Hopefully, when we get closer our radar will be able to burn through their protection and give the missiles something to lock onto. In the meantime, we will try and get into plasma cannon range, we won’t need a firm lock to begin to pick them off with plasma.”


  Before he had finished speaking the tactical officer had already updated the missile’s firing solutions. “We’re ready to fire when you give the word, Commander,” he reported.


  “Navigation, are you ready to bring us about after we fire?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “OK, Tactical, fire!”


  Almost as soon as the four missiles left the acceleration tubes the two anomalies plus a third craft began to maneuver. Their engine plumes immediately gave them away, allowing the missiles to get a firm lock on them. It only took Ajax’s tactical officer moments to fire another two missiles at the third craft. Yet as the missiles approached their targets, it was clear they weren’t going to get things all their own way.


  Two counter missiles shot off from each of the small craft, taking out two of the incoming missiles. Then the small craft went to full power and began drastic evasive maneuvers while powering up their ECM jammers. Three of the remaining four missiles missed their targets but one managed to get a proximity detonation. The small craft simply vanished in the expanding nuclear fireball.


  As soon as the other two ships were clear of the missiles pursuing them they swung around and headed straight for Ajax. Commander Montgomery looked at the status of the missiles’ tubes. Ajax had expended all her missiles and it would take another two minutes to reload. By then, the small craft would be within range of Ajax’s counter missiles, never mind her plasma cannons.


  “Tactical, target the main plasma cannons, then use point-defenses to take them out if you have to.”


  Montgomery watched as the main plasma cannons had little effect. Ajax’s cannons were designed to punch through the valstronium armor of another ship, not swat these smaller flies. The random jerks and twitches the two small craft were making made it impossible for the plasma cannons to track them.


  Before Montgomery could think of a new plan the tactical officer broke his thoughts.


  “Sir, I’m detecting two more launches from each of the fighters. They’re not firing counter missiles, these things are bigger, anti-ship missiles I think.”


  As he stared at the plot the two incoming ships ceased their jerking to line up their shots. One blew up as a plasma bolt finally managed to make a direct hit, yet the fighter had already got away its two missiles.


  Quickly Montgomery worked out the closing speeds in his head. Ajax was heading straight for the fighters at 0.2c. The fighters were closing at 0.35c. If they had acceleration tubes their missiles could be coming in at over 0.4c, never mind the acceleration they would put on once their own engines kicked in. They would be closing at almost the speed of light!


  Even as he shouted orders to put the ship into reverse and bring the point-defense network to full, he knew it was too late. The sharp thud of counter missiles being fired off in rapid succession by the ship’s automated defenses told him the missiles were already very close. Before he could finish his next thought he was thrown out of his command seat and right across the bridge as the concussive force of a missile hitting his ship threw everyone to the floor. As the missile detonated, Ajax exploded, leaving nothing behind but atoms in space. Alone the kinetic energy from the missile that had hit the ship vaporized the front nose section. The nuclear explosion finished the rest of the ship off.
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Devastation
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    In contrast to the later wars humanity would get itself embroiled in, only rarely did the wars between the different human space faring powers overspill into attacks upon orbital and planetary targets. Yet when they did, the destruction always proved devastating.


    -Excerpt from Empire’s Rising, 3002 AD

  


  11 APRIL 2465 AD | INNER COOK SYSTEM


  Flight Leader Le didn’t know whether to be overjoyed or depressed. He had managed to steer his flight of missileboats through the outer picket of Cook’s defenders. After hours of cruising into the system they were now only ten minutes out from their target. Yet of the thirty missileboats he had begun the mission with, three had dropped back because of engine problems. The pickets had destroyed a further five, although his ships had taken out a frigate and a light cruiser. Now he only had twenty-two missileboats left. That gave him forty-four missiles, not enough to get the job done. Dismissing his pessimism, Le instead turned his mind to the task of re-evaluating his targets.


  Three destroyers were frantically making their way toward Cook’s orbital shipyard while a frigate was settling into position to cover the planet’s main defensive battlestation that was in orbit over the largest city. A second frigate was boosting around the planet to join the defense of the battlestation.


  Bringing up the visuals of the nearest frigate, Le knew his fears were justified. The frigate was one of the new flak frigates and that meant the second frigate likely was too. Since the intel from the Damang Incident, his officers had run simulations going up against the new British flak frigates with missileboats. They never ended well. While their small size and stealth technology made them hard to hit with conventional missiles and even heavy plasma cannons, the flak rounds were another matter. Only the front thirty percent of his missileboats were armored with valstronium to protect against cosmic particles. The rest of the missileboats only had titanium armor and a flak round traveling at even 0.1c would shred his boat apart. Never mind the fact that the frigates would be able to knock down more of his missiles as well.


  Quickly, he readjusted his attack plans and then transmitted them to the other missileboats. As each ship acknowledged he watched as his force split into three groups. He had ordered first flight to attack the shipyard while the ten missileboats of his third flight headed for the main battlestation. One of the missileboats of second flight carried a special weapons package so the rest of that flight would escort it to its target.


  As the shipyard was the closest target, Le had a few seconds to watch first flight’s attack commence. Racing in at 0.35c, the missileboats released their missiles as soon as they came into range. The three destroyers had already fired their own anti-ship missiles and were filling space with plasma rounds as well.


  Ignoring the threat to their own lives the missileboat commanders kept their ships directly on line with their target until all their missiles had been deployed. Only then did they begin evasive maneuvers as they turned away from the shipyard and tried to put some distance between themselves and the defending destroyers. Too late for some, for two anti-ship missiles managed to get proximity detonations, taking out three missileboats. The rest managed to escape as both the destroyers’ and the shipyard’s defenses switched over to trying to take out the incoming missiles.


  Compared to the attacks on the system pickets the closing speed of the incoming missiles was a lot less, giving the defenders a few vital seconds to target the oncoming threats. Of the sixteen missiles launched at the shipyard, five fell to the point-defense plasma cannons of the defenders. AM missiles took out another eight but three managed to penetrate the defensive fire and strike the shipyard, sending shockwaves along the large structure as they exploded.


  Le didn’t have time to watch as he began to lead his own flight on its attack run. If he had, he would have seen the shipyard quickly break into a number of large pieces, all of which were dragged down toward Cook by the planet’s gravity.  A number of them quickly burned up in the atmosphere but three large sections of the shipyard continued on to plummet toward the planet’s surface, forgotten by both the attackers and defenders in space as the battle raged on.


  Le’s ten missileboats soon became nine as the battlestation opened up with all its heavy plasma cannons. Not designed for point-defense, the larger plasma cannons were all but useless against missiles. Yet the sheer weight of fire the battlestation could put out meant his missileboats had to go into evasive maneuvers. The flak frigate also began to rapidly fire rounds off at the incoming missileboats as they approached but, at its outer range, the fire was spread too thin to be a real threat and only one more missileboat was hit.


  As the missileboats finally entered the range of their own missiles, time seemed to slow down. As one the remaining eight ships ceased their evasive maneuverers and turned toward the battlestation. Immediately, one missileboat exploded as a flak round detonated in close proximity to it. Within two seconds the remaining seven missileboats fired off their fourteen missiles. The gunners aboard the battlestation Chester and the flak frigate Crossbow took full advantage of those two seconds as plasma cannon fire destroyed two missileboats and a flak round took out another.


  As with the attack on the shipyard, the remaining missileboats managed their escape when the defenders switched their fire to the incoming missiles. Confident that he was safe, Le watched the missiles make their final attack runs. Pumping his fists, he urged the missiles on. Fourteen became eight as the flak frigate filled space with a withering hale of explosions. Then the point-defense plasma cannons added their fire. Eight became seven and then six. Finally, the AM missiles were launched from the battlestation and frigate and six became two. Both struck the superstructure of the massive battlestation and Le saw it buckle as two explosions erupted from deep within. Yet, no secondary explosions followed and in dismay Le watched as the battlestation used its maneuvering thrusters to re-orient itself and open fire once again on his remaining missile boats with its large plasma cannons. Automatically setting his craft into a series of evasive maneuvers Le tried to pick out second flight from all the information on his holo display.


  Second flight’s target had been on the other side of the planet and so they had headed up over the northern hemisphere of Cook. Decelerating as they approached their target, their missiles would have the smallest closing speed though their target was also the smallest. Sitting in geosynchronous orbit, the battlestation Oak was a much smaller version of Chester. Her job was to protect the small valstronium mining operation on the planet’s surface.


  As all but one of second flight’s missileboats launched their missiles at Oak she tried her best to swat them out of the sky. Two fell to plasma fire and another two to AM missiles but that wasn’t enough. Multiple missiles struck Oak and she simply disappeared. Coming in sixty seconds behind her sister ships, the last missileboat of second flight fired off her two special missiles. They immediately dived into the atmosphere of Cook and used their ground penetrating radar to lock onto the underground mining facilities. Upon striking the surface, their valstronium cores allowed them to penetrate down almost a kilometer before exploding. Their momentum alone caused an explosion of several kilotons and the thermonuclear detonations of the two missiles ensured that nothing of the mining operation survived.


  Once he had led his flight out of range of the remaining battlestation, Le waited for what was left of his other two flights to join him. Their numbers were severely depleted; of the initial thirty missileboats he had lost half. Yet they had accomplished their primary mission, the shipyard was destroyed. The British would also no doubt have felt the loss of the valstronium mine and would have to divert important resources to repair their large battlestation. The mission had been a success. As the missileboats joined up and aligned into a single formation Le began to plan out the attack on Britannia. If Cook was anything to go by not many of his missileboats would make it out of Britannia alive. Still, that was what they had signed up for; they would do their country proud.


  #


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  FOR THE LAST SEVERAL hours, Captain Lightfoot’s fists had been clenching into smaller and smaller balls as he had watched the updates come in from Cook. The initial destruction of two of the picket ships had been a shock; no one had expected the Chinese fighters to be able to take on a warship. What had happened next almost threatened to rewrite the rulebook on space warfare. Less than thirty enemy fighters had destroyed a shipyard and a precious valstronium mining facility. The officers on Ghost’s bridge had been trying to quietly discuss the significance of the attacks without Lightfoot hearing. Initially he had agreed with their shocked conclusions that the attack had left the RSN’s fleet obsolete. After having time to review the data as Ghost continued her journey around the edge of the Cook system, he had changed his mind. The flak frigate assisting the battlestation Chester had handed out a lot of damage to the attacking fighters and had also almost stopped all their missiles. If the second flak frigate had made it to Chester in time the battlestation probably wouldn’t have taken any damage. Likewise, if the shipyard had been fitted with three or four flak cannons, it too probably would have survived. The Chinese’ main advantage had been surprise and, if he had anything to say about it, they wouldn’t be getting that advantage again.


  Ghost had dropped out of shift space 1.5 light hours from the shift passage to Britannia and in stealth he had begun to creep toward the area he expected the freighters to be in. For the past several hours the missileboats had been on a steady course toward the freighters, the gravimetric signals from their engines, now working at full power, giving them away. Only twenty minutes ago they began to decelerate and from this new data his navigation officer had been able to work out exactly where the freighters were waiting.  No doubt they were powered down to avoid detection and Lightfoot planned to use this to his advantage.


  “Sensors, let me know when you get a visual,” Lightfoot requested.


  Before waiting for a reply, he switched his holo display to bring up the face of Lieutenant Beckford, the commanding officer of Ghost’s marines. Usually a destroyer warranted a full major to command her marine contingent but as Ghost hadn’t officially passed her space trials one hadn’t been assigned yet. “Is everything ready at your end, Lieutenant?” Lightfoot asked.


  “Yes, sir, my boys are suited up and ready to go. We’re about to load into the two shuttles now. I’ll be leading first platoon, while Sergeant Jamison leads second. I’ve selected a number of navy personnel to accompany us on the shuttle in case we need them on board the freighter,” Beckford replied.


  “Very good, Lieutenant, I want you to run a final test of your jamming equipment five minutes before go time. It’s vital they don’t get a signal out.” Glancing away for a moment at another screen, Lightfoot then turned back to the marine. “We’re twenty minutes out now, good hunting.”


  As the marine saluted before switching off his screen, Lightfoot walked over to the tactical station. Looking down at Lieutenant Ashfield’s console he watched the lieutenant for a few seconds. “Are you confident you can do what I’m asking?” He said.


  “Yes, sir,” she replied. “I’ve reviewed the technical designs of the American freighters. From the visuals, the computer is certain they’re both Liberty class freighters. All of their communications relays are mounted on the aft mid-section of the hull. Our point-defense plasma cannons should be able to take the relays out without causing any other damage; we just need to get into range. I’ve also reviewed the most recent American freighter designs, in case these freighters have been updated with any new tech. If they have any secondary communication relays we’ll identify them and take them out before they can be powered up.”


  Satisfied that Ashfield had things under control, Lightfoot patted her on the shoulder and returned to his command chair. After reviewing the details of the plan once more he spoke to the bridge at large to reassure them. “OK, everyone, we’re ten minutes out from point-defense plasma cannon range. You all know what to do. If you see even a hint that they are going to resist or are going to get a signal out you are to bring up our jammers. Otherwise let’s sit tight and let the marines have some fun for a change.”


  Slowly the timer on Lightfoot’s holo display counted down, as it reached zero he began to bark out orders. “Ashfield, now! Sensors begin transmitting. Lieutenant Greaves, open the shuttle bay doors, give Lieutenant Beckford the go ahead. Navigation, begin our deceleration burn.”


  At once Lightfoot’s plan sprang into action. Six low powered plasma bolts shot out from Ghost and hit targets along the aft sections of the freighters’ hulls. Just as the Chinese officers on watch began to receive damage updates, their passive sensors began to beep furiously alerting the crew that a ship, impossibly close, had just opened its shuttle bay doors. Ashfield’s shots had only taken out their outgoing communications relays and so, into the mix, the comms’ stations aboard the freighters began to demand attention, for Ghost was bombarding their remaining laser communication receivers with a message to surrender.


  “Chinese freighters, this is HMS Ghost. We have disabled your communications relays and are sending over a boarding party. Surrender immediately or be destroyed. You have carried out an act of war against Great Britain and we demand your surrender. Chinese freighters, this is...”


  Lightfoot watched as the Chinese freighters remained inactive. Either their bridge crews were frozen in fear or they were simply overwhelmed by their situation. Either way it didn’t matter. The couple of minutes of inactivity had given the two shuttles enough time to latch onto each freighter and the boarding parties were already cutting their way into each hull. It was just as well that Ghost had been unable to slow down her approach for fear that the fighters would pick up her engine emissions and be spooked off. Even though the navigation officer had already begun to decelerate, Ghost was already passing out of point-defense plasma range and couldn’t offer any support to the marines without giving her presence away to the approaching fighters.


  Yet, now that the marines were on board, Lightfoot knew nothing short of a miracle would save the freighters. Even if the Chinese had a marine equivalent of their own, the short warning wouldn’t have given them time to prepare. His marines were going in fully equipped in powered combat armor. Checking his holo display, he could see a small energy reading coming from each shuttle, indicating they had deployed their jammers, stopping any personal communicators from sending a warning to the approaching missileboats. Confident that the first phase of his plan had gone well, he turned his attention to phase two.


  #


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  BY THE TIME Ghost had worked her way back to the two freighters the Chinese missileboats were only fifteen minutes away. Once back in range of laser comms, Lightfoot had contacted Lieutenant Beckford and was getting a report on the boarding action.


  “So that sums it up, sir. Both freighters are space worthy. Six Chinese crew were killed, we lost one marine to an armed Chinese officer and another injured.”


  “Acknowledged, Lieutenant,” Lightfoot began, “Have the engineers you took over with you had a chance to look at the fighter bays to give us a better idea of what we are facing?”


  “Better than that, sir,” Beckford answered. “There are ten more of the craft in each of the freighters. I’m sending you all the technical data the engineers were able to find or deduce themselves.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant, I’ll be back in touch after I have reviewed the data,” Lightfoot said as he closed the comm channel and put the new data up on the bridge’s main holo display.


  Without hesitation, the first lieutenant began to walk the bridge through the engineer’s findings. Gomez had been with Lightfoot on Surprise as a second lieutenant and already, since Ghost’s commissioning a month ago it was obvious he wouldn’t be staying a first lieutenant for long.


  “It appears the Chinese call these fighters missileboats. They are equipped with two high acceleration low yield anti-ship missiles and a single plasma cannon. Their top speed is 0.35c and their acceleration is fifteen percent higher than ours. The engineers indicate that only the forward thirty percent of each craft is armored with valstronium, so they are very vulnerable to proximity kills, either from a missile detonation or a flak round. The data we have from the battle around Cook indicates that each of the remaining missileboats fired off all their missiles, so we just have to worry about their plasma cannons.”


  “OK,” Lightfoot interjected. “We’ll go with plan alpha then. Navigation begin to move us away from the freighters.”


  The dilemma Lightfoot faced was simple. He knew where the enemy was going but he simply didn’t have the firepower to stop all of them. With over a dozen missileboats heading right for him, he couldn’t hope to take them all out with his plasma cannons before they were able to return fire and potentially cripple Ghost. If he tried to fire his missiles at them he would only warn them of his presence and give them a chance to escape. That left him with only one option; he was going to bluff.


  Once far enough away from the two freighters, Ghost began to jettison missiles from her tubes. Without their engines engaged they simply floated in space. Ghost continued doing this for as long as time allowed before she turned around and headed back to the freighters. Just as the missileboats came to a stop three thousand kilometers, from the freighters Ghost turned to bring her main plasma cannons to bear on them.


  “Captain, Lieutenant Beckford has informed us that the missileboats are contacting the freighters by laser comm. They are requesting the freighters turn on their running lights and open their cargo bay doors,” the comms’ officer announced.


  “Tell him to ignore them,” Lightfoot ordered. “Tactical, how many missileboats do you have targeted?”


  “I have three lined up with our main plasma cannons and six more with the point-defense cannons. Two more are within range of some of the missiles we released,” Ashfield informed her captain.


  “Comms, when Ashfield opens fire, I want you to immediately begin broadcasting,” Lightfoot ordered. “Ashfield switch your targets as soon as you have a confirmed kill. On my mark. Fire!”


  Bolts of plasma immediately shot out all over Ghost’s hull as every weapon that could bear on the fighters opened fire. At once, three fighters evaporated as heavy bolts cut right through them. Within a couple of seconds six more disappeared as smaller bolts peppered them and quickly punched through their weaker rear armor. Almost simultaneously with the explosions that marked the deaths of the first three fighters, two thermonuclear explosions erupted in the midst of the missileboats formation taking three more with them.


  A number of the missileboat commanders immediately began to accelerate away from the area of destruction. Others, seeing a message being broadcast from Ghost hesitated just long enough to think through what it said.


  “Comms, status update, has our bluff worked?” Lightfoot queried after the first shots were fired.


  “I think so, sir,” the comms’ officer replied. I’m receiving surrender messages from all but three of the missileboats.”


  Without looking over to Ashfield, Lightfoot knew she was firming up firing solutions on the three remaining missileboats. As he watched, two heavy plasma bolts reached out and plucked one from the tactical display. Instinctively he knew that the other two were likely to get far enough away to allow their evasive maneuvers to work well enough to escape. Quickly Lightfoot accessed the tactical feed himself and took control of the missiles Ghost had dropped. None were in range of the fleeing missileboats but four were close. Selecting them he sent their detonation signals and then flicked open a communication channel.


  “Fleeing missileboats, you are in a mine field. Repeat you are in a minefield. The next detonations will not be a warning.”


  Almost in unison both ships cut their drives and began to power down, announcing their surrender. Lightfoot let out a sigh of relief. He wanted to get all the missileboats. With their speed and agility, it could have taken days to capture them, all the while they could have been harassing freighter shipping in the system.


  Without the firepower to stop them, Lightfoot had decided to try and trick the Chinese commanders into thinking they had been trapped in a minefield. It wasn’t that unbelievable given the fact the Chinese commanders must have realized the RSN had found their freighters. Lightfoot was just glad more hadn’t tried to flee or worse, had opened fire on the freighters.
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  HALF A DAY LATER Ghost, joined by the light cruiser Righteous, who had chased the missileboats out of the system, were escorting the two freighters back toward Cook. Already two courier ships were well on their way to Earth and Britannia, one to warn of a possible attack and the other to report back to the Admiralty. In his private office Lightfoot was reviewing the intelligence data the boarding parties had sent back when the officer on watch interrupted him.


  “Captain, we have received a communication from Admiral McGreevy on the battlestation Chester. It’s for your eyes only so I’ve sent it to your office terminal.”


  Intrigued, Lightfoot keyed an acknowledgement before turning to put the message on the holo display. When the admiral’s face appeared, he looked somewhat haggard and his uniform was crumpled but the smile on his face was genuine.


  “Captain Lightfoot, it appears congratulations are in order again. Not only did you give us plenty of warning about the incoming attack, you have likely prevented an even more devastating attack on Britannia. You seem to be blessed by lady luck herself. I’m sure the Admiralty will be rewarding you for what you have done here. However, your work isn’t over yet. It seems the Admiralty got wind of this Chinese attack through some RSNI agents and they have already decided to retaliate in kind. The courier that arrived in system just ahead of the attack also contained orders for you. You are to take Ghost into the Void and deliver the orders I’m sending to the commanding officer at Excalibur. If I had to guess you’ll be taking Ghost on into Chinese space to repay the damage they’ve done to us here. I also have orders to dispatch two frigates back to Earth. It looks like a second force is going to go up the shift passage from Earth to Beta and then into Chinese space, so you’ll not be alone. Give them hell for me, Captain. McGreevy out.”


  The message had taken a number of hours to reach Ghost and so there was no point sending back a reply. Instead, Lightfoot ordered the comms’ officer to send an acknowledgement that they had received their orders. Then he set about recalling his boarding parties and handing over control of the two freighters to the light cruiser Righteous. There was an in-system shuttle bringing the rest of his assigned crew from Cook. Once it arrived they would be ready to head on to the Void, the official ceremony declaring Ghost space worthy had obviously been shelved for the time being. It looked like Ghost would be seeing action again very soon.
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Uncommon Valor
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    As in the Earth navies before the dawn of the space age, courage and bravery have been the hallmarks of what the Empire seeks to instil into its recruits. While these attributes were exemplified in the wet navies of Earth the legacy handed down to the Empire’s navy was forged in the colonial wars of the first Interstellar Expansion Era.


    -Excerpt from Empire’s Rising, 3002 AD

  


  16 APRIL, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | NEW STOCKHOLM SYSTEM, PREVIOUSLY DESIGNATED V34


  Aboard Drake, James was sitting in his office rereading the first old-style novel his uncle had given him. He had finished the last novel months ago on Drake’s return journey to Earth after discovering the Void. Since then he had been too busy to even think of them again. That had all changed once Drake had been posted to New Stockholm. For nearly two months Drake had been circling the system, watching the Swedes begin to set up their colony on the habitable planet. Initially, James had tried to resist the urge to go back and reread the books in case they distracted him from his command. A week ago he had given in. With nothing happening and not even any news coming through from the rest of the Void, he needed a distraction.


  As he turned another page, the buzzer on his door went off. With a flick of his wrist he hit the button to allow the door to open and Gupta walked in. James was surprised to find that he was happy to see her. Since their heart to heart and everything that had happened to them after, their relationship had been changing. It was the duty of a ship’s second ranking officer to run the day to day needs of a ship on behalf of its captain, only bringing problems up the chain of command that warranted attention. Initially, when James had taken over command of Drake, Gupta had used this tradition to freeze him out. She had never come to him with a problem or involved him in the running of the ship. At the time James had been happy with the arrangement as he drowned in his own self-pity. In return he had shut her out of the command decisions that fell on his shoulders.


  Since they had come to New Stockholm things had changed. Gupta had begun to consult him when it came to the running of the ship and the crew, he, in turn, had begun to share his thinking and plans with her. Their relationship still wasn’t functioning like the well-oiled machine he had been taught to expect at the academy, but it was getting there. James had also been enjoying the closer relationship he had been able to forge with the rest of his crew now Gupta had opened that world up to him. He believed he had earned their respect with everything they had been through so far but now he hoped that in the last couple of months had also begun to earn their friendship.


  Shaking himself out of his thoughts, he motioned for Gupta to take a seat opposite him. “So, what can I do for you, Lieutenant?”


  “Sir,” Gupta started but before she did James interrupted as he raised his hands. “James, you can call me James in private.”


  “Yes, sir, James I mean. And it would be my pleasure if you call me Georgia. As I was saying, we both know the crew are beginning to get restless. Not only are we stuck here while the war rages on around us. We haven’t heard any news for nearly two months. Worse, being permanently stuck in stealth mode has meant we’ve had to limit our use of non-essential equipment. There is a long waiting list for most of our leisure and entertainment platforms and it’s growing all the time. The virtual reality suit and sports simulators are usually the only things that keep a crew sane during a long commission. I’m not sure I can vouch for their happiness or even willing cooperation if this situation continues much longer.”


  As she paused, James took up the conversation. “I’m well aware Georgia but you know we’ve been doing everything we can to distract them. There’s nothing more I can think of. We have tripled the number of combat simulations. We’ve made competitions out of everything we can find, and we’ve even allowed those interested to spend some time in other posts to develop new skills. I’m not sure what else we can do.”


  “You’re right, sir,” Gupta agreed. “I haven’t come with any new ideas, but I might have a new approach. I’ve been reviewing our inventories. Our fuel tanks are just above sixty percent, but other things are starting to get pretty low. We only have a few weeks of power cells left and we’ve had to change out a number of secondary processor units from the ship’s main computer. We can make do if we run out of either but ideally we need to be resupplied. I know it’s a pretty weak excuse, but it might be enough for us to make a quick trip to Excalibur and see if we can locate the supplies we need. I think the break from New Stockholm and some news would do the crew a world of good.”


  James was distracted from Gupta’s ideas by a flashing on his office console. “Hold that thought Georgia.” James intentionally used her first name even though Gupta had slipped back into calling him sir. He was determined to break down the last walls that stood between them. “We might have to make your plan work but for now it looks like we have something to break the monotony. Sensors have just picked up a ship accelerating into the system.”


  Both James’ and Gupta’s eyes went to the gravimetric data being displayed on the main holo display as they entered the bridge. It would take hours for any electromagnetic radiation the ship was giving off to reach Drake, but the gravimetric disturbances caused by its rapid acceleration give them an instant fix on its location. As they watched the ship disappeared off the display. It reappeared a few seconds later on a new vector ninety degrees to its original course. Then it vanished again only to reappear heading straight out of the system.


  Immediately James sprang into action. “That’s the prearranged signal indicating Chinese ships have broken out of the blockade. Sensors, what are the Swedes doing?”


  Without a means to transmit messages faster than light, the RSN had developed a simple set of signals a ship could use to communicate with ships deeper in a system. By following a set acceleration pattern other ships could pick up the acceleration via their gravimetric sensors and interpret the signal. The meaning of some of the acceleration patterns had been shared with the Swedish forces. A Chinese break out had been one of them.


  Sub Lieutenant O’Rourke, who was manning sensors, only took a few seconds to reply, as the Swedish reaction was swift. “Sir, the Swedish warships are maneuvering. It looks like the two destroyers on picket patrol are heading to meet up with the light cruiser and destroyer that are protecting the colony ship.”


  Smart, James thought. Outside the Void, attacks on a system usually came along a set vector, as ships were limited on where they could go because of the dark matter strewn between solar systems. In the Void, the Chinese could attack from any direction and so it didn’t make sense for the Swedish to split their forces.


  “OK,” James spoke to the bridge at large. “Let’s assume that Admiral Cunningham managed to get off this warning before the Chinese ships succeeded in jumping away from V17. That gives us a little bit of time before they get here. Their most likely target is going to be Excalibur but we need to be prepared. Navigation, plot us a course closer to the Swedish squadron. I want to be able to lend our support if we are needed. Take us there at six percent thrust.
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  TWO HOURS LATER EVERYONE in the New Stockholm system got the answer to the question they were asking. The Chinese had decided to hit New Stockholm. Back during his days at the academy James had loved to gamble. If it hadn’t been inappropriate for a captain to make bets with his crew, he would have wagered a considerable amount on the Chinese bypassing New Stockholm. Yes, the Chinese had laid claim to the whole Void, but they couldn’t expect the UN to let them keep it all. They were already at war with the British; it made no sense to attack another power.


  Yet here they were, and James had to make the best of it. Almost in silence the bridge watched four ships begin to accelerate into the system. They could only be Chinese as they weren’t altering course to make any of the prearranged signals. When it was clear they were hostiles, the Swedish warships accelerated out of orbit around New Stockholm to meet them. James understood what the Swedish admiral was thinking. The Chinese goal was to force the Swedish to abandon the system. If they lost their warships, the colony ship and accompanying supply ships would have to return to Earth. The Admiral was offering the Chinese his ships in the hope they would then leave the colonists alone. Brave, but foolish. The Swedish were at least thirty years behind the Chinese in military tech. If the four Chinese ships were anything bigger than frigates they would blow their way past the Swedish warships and the colony ship would be at their mercy. RSNI estimated that the Swedish colony ship could hold up to forty thousand colonists.


  As the Swedish warships rose to meet the Chinese, Gupta turned to James. “Shall we follow them, sir, and give them what assistance we can?”


  “No,” James answered. “We don’t have the firepower to alter the course of the coming battle. We would just lose this ship for nothing. The Swedish admiral should have tried to run for it. If they had tried to keep the Chinese at maximum range, they may have managed to take out enough missiles to survive long enough to jump away. If they had tried, we could have added our defensive fire to theirs. But we can’t change the outcome of a missile duel to the death. The colony ship may yet need us, so we’ll stay here.”


  As Gupta nodded in recognition, James gladly gave the order he knew he should. “Navigation, keep us heading toward the colony ship. If they change their orbit or try to break orbit, match their course but don’t exceed ten percent of our maximum thrust.” Helping the Swedish warships was suicide; everything he said to Gupta was true. But it also allowed him to hide his other motives. He wanted to get back to Christine. He loved serving in the navy, but he didn’t want to throw his life away for nothing. He had other things that were more important.
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  A DEATHLY SILENCE HAD descended on the bridge during the three hours it had taken the two groups of ships to enter missile range of each other. In that time Drake had entered orbit around New Stockholm and was slowly creeping up on the colony ship. Not being equipped with military grade sensors it was unlikely the Swedes would detect them.


  Suddenly the gravimetric plot erupted as the four Chinese ships opened fire using their superior missile range to hammer the Swedes. Sub Lieutenant Fisher, who had been manning sensors since the Chinese had arrived in system, had managed to identify the four ships as Luda class destroyers. Just before entering missile range they had turned perpendicular to the approaching Swedish ships and presented their broadside missile tubes to them. Twenty new contacts had then appeared on the gravimetric plot as the Chinese opened fire with every missile tube they could bring to bear.


  With both groups of ships closing on each other so fast, the Swedish had just been able to get one missile salvo away before the first from the Chinese hit them. As the battle was taking place nearly a light hour from Drake, they could only watch the gravimetric sensors to get a real time indication of what was going on. As the first Chinese salvo crashed into the Swedish their three destroyers disappeared off the plot. The remaining light cruiser fired off another salvo of their own before the second wave of Chinese missiles, already homing in on it, caused it to disappear from Drake’s screens as well. The twenty-five missiles the Swedish had managed to get off all closed in on the Chinese destroyers but as they disappeared they didn’t manage to take any ships with them.


  Clearly satisfied that Swedish forces had been destroyed three of the destroyers began to decelerate and turn back toward the mass shadow of the system. One however, kept coming.


  James couldn’t help but curse aloud. “Those bastards, they’re going for the colony ship!”


  Moments later a transmission was broadcast out into the system by the Swedish colony ship. It wasn’t encrypted so Sub Lieutenant Graham put it on the main holo display.


  The visual showed an aged man who was visibly trying not to shake with what looked like a mixture of rage and fear. “Chinese vessel. My name is Governor Olsson. I am in charge of this colony ship and the colony being set up on New Stockholm. You have destroyed our warships. I offer you our complete surrender. On my word we will vacate this system and return to Earth. There doesn’t need to be any more bloodshed. Again I repeat. I offer you our complete surrender.”


  It would take almost an hour for the message to reach the approaching destroyer, so James sat back into his command chair to see how things were going to play out.


  Twenty minutes after the destroyer should have received the message it was still accelerating toward the colony ship. Knowing his ship could never stand up against the destroyer James still felt trapped. Everyone on board expected him to help the colony ship. Hell, they probably expected him to find a way to save the day! Yet he knew better, how could Drake come out of this in one piece? They would all die. His dreams for the future would evaporate. As he hesitated he could feel everyone on the bridge watching him. Could he live with the shame of running away? He would have to face a court martial when he got back to Earth. They might find in his favor. Revealing his presence would certainly end in the destruction of his ship. If he fled any inquiry would have to admit that he took the most prudent decision. Yet, the court martial would be a public affair. All of Britain would know he ran away. How could he ever hope to marry Christine then? What choice did he have? He was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t.


  All of a sudden his thoughts turned to the Damang Incident. Captain Turner had not hesitated in charging straight for the Chinese cruisers in order to protect his freighters and he had had no hope of surviving. That was what was expected of a British naval officer. James had gone through the academy knowing that, but he had always thought the rule applied to others. He was the heir to a Dukedom. His life was too important to be thrown away so easily. Yet, now he knew it wasn’t so simple. If he ran he would lose everything, Christine and the navy. Neither would look at him the same. He could already feel the questions of the bridge officers. Every one of them had been trained to throw themselves into harm’s way; they would already be questioning his delay. But no matter what way he looked at it he really had no choice.


  James struggled with the decision for another two minutes. As every second passed he felt the pressure from the bridge crew build. They were waiting for orders. Finally, he made the only choice that seemed to offer him any hope of still having a future with Christine, slim as it was.


  “Comms, get us a laser link with the colony ship. Tell them not to do anything that might alert the Chinese to our presence and get me Governor Olsson on the line.”


  Seconds later the governor’s face appeared on James personal holo display. “Governor, it appears you could use some assistance,” James said putting on a brave face. If he was going to do this no one else needed to know how close he had come to backing down.


  Smiling, the governor replied, “I’ve been fighting tooth and nail to keep your RSN ships out of our new system but boy I am glad to see you, Commander. How did you get so close to the planet without my warships spotting you? And more importantly can you handle this Chinese destroyer?


  “For the first, you know our stealth is good Governor,” James answered. “And for the second I’m afraid not. I command HMS Drake, a survey frigate. We only have a couple of missile tubes, so the Chinese captain can handle anything we throw at him. The best I can offer is that we can add our point-defenses to yours. It’s not much but if I guess right the Chinese captain will not want to waste any more missiles on you than he has to. I suggest you evacuate the two supply ships and put their defenses on automatic. You need to take the colony ship out of orbit and make it look like you are making a run for it. We should be able to match your speed while remaining in stealth. With luck the Chinese ship will only fire one salvo and turn to re-join its buddies. If some of the missiles are targeted at the two supply vessels, we might have a chance of taking out the rest between us. That’s the best I can offer you.”


  Nodding, the governor accepted James’ plan, “Very well, Commander, I don’t think I have much choice. Don’t think I don’t know you could stay in stealth and avoid any danger. On behalf of my people I want to thank you, whether this works or not.”


  #
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  FORTY-FIVE MINUTES later as James and Gupta were reviewing their final plans, Fisher suddenly shouted out excitedly to the rest of the bridge. “Six ships have just begun to accelerate rapidly into the system. It looks like they are coming in under full military power. I recognize the drive harmonics of one of them. It’s the medium cruiser Voyager. Wait. The three Chinese destroyers have just gone to full acceleration, they’re trying to get away.”


  Switching to look at the gravimetric display, James saw that fortune was on the Chinese’ side. The British ships had jumped into the system several light hours from the point the Chinese ships were heading toward to jump out. At full acceleration the British ships would get the chance to fire off one missile salvo, but it would be touch and go as to whether the missiles would actually reach their targets before the Chinese managed to jump away.


  A shift drive wouldn’t engage within the mass shadow created by a system’s star. Yet the actual size of the mass shadow was determined by the sensitivity of a ship’s shift drive. As technology advanced, the shift drive continued to be fine-tuned, allowing it to engage further and further into a system, slowly decreasing the mass shadow of any given system. Over the last one hundred years the gains had been negligible, yet it did mean that the RSN wasn’t exactly sure how far out from a system’s sun the Chinese could engage their shift drive, if they took all the safeties off. If RSNI data was to be believed the missile salvo from the British warships could catch them in time but it would be close.


  The fourth destroyer on the other hand, was in a lot more trouble. Every second it delayed making a break toward the mass shadow it decreased its likelihood of escape. In theory it could continue to charge into the system past the colony ship and head toward the far side of the mass shadow. Outside the Void that would be the logical course of action and it would ensure Drake’s destruction, as the Chinese destroyer would have ample time to fire salvo after salvo at her and the colony ship. Yet, being in the Void meant the perusing British ships could simply make a couple of shift jumps to the other side of the system and lie in wait for the Chinese ship. The Chinese commander’s best chance of escape would be to fire one salvo at the colony ship and then turn tail and run for the mass shadow at full speed.


  James contacted the Governor and passed on the latest developments, informing him that their plan was still the best chance they had. Now all they had to do was wait.


  The crew were able to occupy themselves during the initial stages of the destroyer’s approach by watching the unfolding chase between the British forces lead by Voyager and the fleeing Chinese ships. A collective groan escaped from the bridge crew as the Chinese ships all disappeared twenty seconds before the British missiles reached them. They had been able to jump away just in time. With that drama over, everyone’s attention was focused on the lone Chinese destroyer.


  A further fifty minutes later and James’ prayers were answered. The Chinese destroyer had started to decelerate to come to rest at her maximum missile range. Without wasting any time, she fired five missiles after the fleeing colony ship and boosted away, making for the shortest route to the edge of the mass shadow. The Chinese’s captain’s actions had assured that if he wanted to come back for another salvo he would be guaranteeing the British warships caught him. Hopefully, that would mean James only had to deal with the one salvo heading for them.


  Fired from maximum range and toward a target fleeing the opposite direction it would take the missiles over thirty minutes to catch them. A long time for the bridge crew on board Drake to watch nervously as almost certain death approached. Ten minutes out James keyed his console to open a ship-wide channel.


  “All hands, this is the captain. By now you all know what we face. We have five missiles coming for us seeking to reign down death and destruction. Beside us are almost forty thousand civilians. We didn’t ask to be their protectors but that is where we find ourselves. I’m not going to lie, none of us may be walking away from this but if we die we will die knowing we have done the duty of a British warship.” Pausing to regain control of his emotions James continued to put on a brave face, dismissing thoughts of Christine. “If any of you have yet to transmit your personal messages to Voyager do so now, the Chinese missiles are less than ten minutes away. It has been a pleasure commanding all of you. Commander Somerville out.”


  As he finished he saluted, knowing that many of the crew were watching his last words to them on holo displays throughout the ship. As he looked up James saw that the entire bridge crew was standing to attention saluting him back, Gupta included. Momentarily at a loss for words, James simply motioned them all back to their seats. “Thank you everyone, I know you will all do your duty.” Inwardly, James felt ashamed. He thought his crew had deserved the words he had given them, but he knew how close he had come to running away and he knew his real motive for staying. He didn’t deserve their respect and it shamed him. Still, he thought to himself, we are in it now. There is nothing to do but put on a brave face and live up to everyone’s expectations.


  At five minutes out, it became clear two missiles were targeted at the two supply ships. That left three for Drake and the colony ship to handle.


  At three minutes out, the missiles all went into evasive attack patterns and switched on their ECM to confuse the defensive fire that was about to try and swat them out of space.


  Two minutes and thirty seconds out, the colony ship and the two supply ships opened fire with their point-defense plasma cannons. The unmanned supply ships ignored the missiles targeted at them and sought to protect the colony ship. Of the five missiles aimed at the colony ship one was hit and exploded.


  The next thirty seconds were the longest in James life. Drake could drop out of stealth and open fire with her point-defense plasma cannons, but the plan called for her to wait.


  At two minutes out, Drake went to full power. She immediately began to launch AM missiles and open up with all her plasma cannons. At the same time her ECM went to full power.


  The remaining two missiles targeted at the colony ship seemed to pause for a moment as their targeting sensors tried to burn through the ECM and identify the new target. In those vital seconds one was knocked out by Drake’s defensive fire. Yet the last one came on.


  Thirty seconds from impact James knew they weren’t going to get the last one. He almost couldn’t believe the next words that came out of his mouth. “Navigation, move us directly in front of the colony ship. Put us between them and the last missile,” he ordered.


  As time slowed down, James thought it strange that even so close to death he was still able to appreciate how Sub Lieutenant Thirlwall immediately obeyed his final orders, even though it sealed her own doom. He then looked over to Gupta to see that she was still fully focused on overseeing the point-defenses. The look of determination in her eyes showed she had no thought for what was about to happen, she was focused on the here and now. All across the bridge James watched as his crew were calmly doing everything they could to aid in the defense of the colony ship. Still, it’s not enough, James thought as time suddenly seemed to speed up again and the missile came crashing in.


  Just as the missile was about to impact Sub Lieutenant Thirlwall managed to interpose Drake between the missile and the helpless colony ship. The sudden merging of the two targets and the ECM from Drake confused the missile enough to cause it to over shoot the colony ship before exploding. The shockwave, however, still washed over Drake. On a larger warship such a hit could be brushed off but on a small exploration frigate it was devastating. On the bridge James was flung into the back of his command chair and everything went dark as the thermonuclear explosion burnt off Drake’s valstronium armor and tore into her inner hull. Crumpled and without power she tumbled away from the colony ship.
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    Every naval officer aspires to command their own warship. This is without exception. Yet only the very best will ever rise above their colleagues and attain the rank of captain.


    -Excerpt from Empire’s Rising, 3002 AD

  


  17 APRIL, 2465 AD | HMS DRAKE | NEW STOCKHOLM SYSTEM


  Slowly James became aware of a drum beating somewhere in the distance. It began to come closer and closer until eventually it felt like it was being held right up to his head. With an effort he tried to open his eyes. At first nothing happened but then, suddenly, they opened and piercing light flooded his vision. The pain was unbearable and instinctively he moved his hand to cover his eyes. In his groggy state, he misjudged the distance and ended up whacking himself in the face, sending the drum beat in his head firing off at an increased pace.


  Noticing the movement, Doctor Wilson came over to stand by his patient’s bed. “I see you are awake, Captain. You’ll have to take things slowly for the next few hours; you have received a nasty concussion. I had to put you into a temporary coma in order to stop your brain from swelling too much.”


  Concern coursed through James. How long had he been out? Drake needed him. Try as he might he couldn’t get his mouth to form the words. All Doctor Wilson heard was “Hl on.”


  Having already anticipated the captain’s first question Wilson was able to decipher the mumble. “You’ve been out for just under twenty hours, Captain. You don’t need to worry; Lieutenant Gupta has everything under control.”


  James tried to mull that over but the thumping in his head was still growing in intensity. “M hd, pan.” He managed to croak.


  This time the doctor had to pause for a second before understanding. “Yes, you’re going to be in some pain for the next day or so but now that you are awake I can start to give you something for it, hold on.”


  A few moments later the doctor returned and pressed one of his instruments to James’ neck. Almost immediately the drumming in his head receded considerably and he felt the rest of his body begin to relax too. After working his jaw back and forth a number of times, he finally felt confident enough to try his next question. “H.. how bad?”


  Wilson considered whether to answer this question right away or to wait until James was at least back on his feet. After a lengthy pause that only served to deepen James’ fears he decided the commander deserved to know. “Personnel wise we were very lucky, only six dead. Drake on the other hand wasn’t. The missile that detonated off our bow crumpled the forward twenty percent of the ship. We lost the forward missile tube along with our store of recon drones. Gupta says our point-defense has been reduced by sixty percent and the damage to our forward section means we won’t be able to hide from anyone. There was also damage to the forward plasma cannon and one of our fission reactors has had to be shut down. In short, it looks like Drake will be spending a lengthy time in a repair dock, sir.”


  Relieved at the light causalities, James still felt a pang of pain for Drake. He had come to love her as his own and now his own had been almost turned into a wreck. “The colony ship?” He asked next.


  This time Wilson broke into a smile. “The colony ship survived, sir. There were a lot of shaken up colonists, but the final missile exploded far enough away that it only damaged the ship’s engines.”


  “And the Chinese destroyer?”


  “Gone, sir, after what she tried to do to us and the Swedes, Voyager and her consorts tore her to shreds, they didn’t give them any quarter.”


  Lying back in relief, James cracked a small smile himself. He had done it, and against the odds, he had even survived himself. It was almost unbelievable. At the end he had been resigned to his fate.


  After the moment passed, he tried to sit up again. Drake needed him, she may be heavily damaged, but she was still his ship. They needed to get back to Excalibur and then to Britannia for repairs. That was his duty.


  This time he opened his eyes slowly and allowed them to get used to the light of sickbay. Looking around he noticed he was alone with the doctor. “Where is everyone else?” he asked. If there were that many dead there should have been plenty of injuries too.


  “Because of the damage Drake took, all our injured have been moved to the destroyer Janice or to the Swedish colony ship. Lieutenant Gupta insisted that you would want to remain on board,” replied the doctor.


  Relieved that the others were being well taken care of, James tried to swing his legs around in the bed to stand up. As he did he lost his balance and almost fell off the bed. If wasn’t for Wilson’s strong arms he would have.


  “I do have experience treating stubborn patients Captain. Lieutenant Gupta is doing a fine job. She’ll manage without you for another few hours. This will put you to sleep, when you wake up you should be ready to resume your duties.” Before James could complain, Wilson had thumbed a new command into his medical device and pressed it to James’ neck again. Within seconds James was asleep.


  #
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  TWO DAYS LATER AND James was back where he knew he belonged, sitting on Drake’s command chair. The repairs had been going well. With the destroyer Janice’s help, both Drake and the Swedish colony ship had been made shift space worthy and were about to make the jump to Excalibur. After reviewing the repairs Gupta had been doing while he was in sickbay, James had had to admit to himself she had probably organized things better than he could. Once back on his feet, he had joined her and together they had thrown themselves into the repairs. Finally, he felt like they were a real team.


  His first inspection of the ship had been surreal. Not only had he been unable to venture forward past the port missile tube due to the damage, there had also been a lot of missing faces. James had been dismayed to learn that Sub Lieutenant Shannon had been amongst the six dead.  She had manned Navigation and so he had worked closely with her over the last two years as they plotted out Drake’s survey routes. As well as the fatalities, twenty crew members had been injured seriously enough to warrant being moved. Eight had been taken to the destroyer Janice while the others were aboard the colony ship. That left James with only forty personnel under his command. The gaps were obvious.


  James suspected the injured on board the colony ship would be having an exhausting trip back to Earth. Already the crew still aboard Drake had been inundated with messages of thanks from the thousands of colonists aboard the colony ship. At least they could ignore the messages. Those members of Drake’s crew who had to travel all the way back to Earth amongst the colonists wouldn’t be getting a moment of privacy.


  Tapping on his console, he made a note to send a message to them. It wouldn’t do for them to try and take advantage of the situation. They would need to be on their best behavior. Sub Lieutenant Fisher was also amongst the injured aboard the colony ship. He would miss her the most but once she got back to Earth she would have the chance to take her lieutenant’s exam and finally get her promotion. Typing a personal message for her reminding her to keep Drake’s crew members under control, James then opened her personnel report. He spent the next few minutes updating it and gave his recommendation that she be immediately assigned to a combat role after she passed her exam.


  As he completed the recommendation, James’ thoughts were interrupted by Sub Lieutenant Graham who was manning the comms’ station. “Captain, both the colony ship and Janice report that they are ready to jump. Janice says that we have the privilege of giving the order to jump.”


  “Very well,” James acknowledged. As the senior Captain Janice’s commanding officer should be the one to order the ships to jump but he was giving Drake the honor out of respect. “Navigation, are we ready to jump?” James asked.


  “Yes, sir, our jump capacitors are fully charged,” came the reply.


  “OK, Comms, order our ships to jump in three, two, one, jump.”


  As always, the slight flicker in the inertial dampeners indicated that Drake had jumped into shift space. Happy the jump had been successful James began to review the repair plans for the next few days. It would only take three hours for them to reach Excalibur and then another nine to enter orbit. When he had last been at Excalibur, almost two months ago, a number of construction ships from Admiral’s Cunningham’s fleet had begun to build a small repair and resupply facility. It would not be able to handle all of Drake’s requirements, but it could provide what Drake needed to get back to Britannia. James intended to have a full list of their needs ready as soon as they reached Excalibur, so they could pick up what they needed and be on their way in good time. He wanted to see Drake back in working order as soon as he could make it happen.


  After finishing his list of requirements, James began to work on his battle report. He had not had time to work on it since he had left sickbay. All his efforts had been given over to getting Drake and the colony ship ready to depart as soon as possible but Commodore West would be expecting a full report.


  When the navigation officer announced they were coming up to Excalibur James was surprised by how quickly the time had passed. He had been lost in his thoughts reliving the battle. Writing the report had given him a chance to reflect on the life he had nearly lost. Between Christine, his growing love for the navy and his quest to rebuild his family name he had a lot to live for. He had nearly lost it all. Even though he knew they had saved almost forty thousand colonists he wasn’t sure he would make the same decision again. He had acted in the heat of the moment, not considering the implications of his actions when he had given the final order to close with the colony ship. As he thought about it he wasn’t sure that he was prepared to risk his future with Christine so easily. Still, now he had a second chance to make sure he got the things he wanted out of life.


  As Drake exited shift space on the edge of the Excalibur system the bridge crew were on full alert. Within seconds the ship’s passive sensors were flooded with lots of data. “Tactical, what have you got?” James asked.


  “Our gravimetric sensors are picking up a number of ships maneuvering around the system, sir. They all appear to be following typical routes for system pickets. Around the planet itself, our passives have picked up a number of electromagnetic radiation sources. The computer has identified Commodore West’s heavy cruiser Avenger and Rear Admiral Jensen’s Valkyrie. There are also at least another fifteen warships in orbit.”


  “Thank you, Sub Lieutenant Becket,” James responded. There were more ships in orbit around Excalibur than he had expected but if there had been a fight at V17 then it was likely some of the damaged ships were here affecting repairs. Satisfied there were no hostile threats in the system James stood to retire to his office. “Becket, you have the bridge,” he said as he turned and walked out.
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  JAMES WAITED PATIENTLY as he sat in the adjacent room to Rear Admiral Jensen’s office aboard HMS Valkyrie. As Drake had made her way to settle into orbit around Excalibur, he had been surprised to get a summons to appear on board Valkyrie. Strictly speaking he was still under Commodore West’s command even though he would have to take Drake back to Britannia. Yet here he was. After only ten minutes, the admiral’s aide appeared at the door and ushered him in before leaving James alone with the rear admiral.


  As he entered Jensen stood and stepped toward James taking his hand. “Congratulations, Commander, you pulled off quite a victory, I’m suitably impressed.”


  Slightly embarrassed, James knew not to contradict a superior officer, but he couldn’t help himself. “I’m sorry, sir, but have you seen the damage reports on Drake? I allowed my command to be turned into a wreck.”


  “Nonsense,” Jensen insisted waving her hand as if the damage was nothing. “You did better than anyone could have expected and from the way Governor Olsson tells it you’ll be receiving the Swedish Medal of the Sword. It’s the highest military medal they can award to a foreign national. You should be proud.”


  “I am, sir,” James quickly responded. “Proud of Drake and her crew but I didn’t expect to receive any praise for my actions. I was just doing my duty, that’s why we were at New Stockholm in the first place.”


  At that last sentence Jensen lowered her eyebrows and gave James a piercing stare. “I must say, I was surprised to see Vice Admiral Cunningham send you to New Stockholm. After your contributions so far, I thought you would have come in useful at V17. Have you and the Vice Admiral a history?”


  Wincing, James tried to control his emotions before replying, her change of tact had caught him off guard. “We knew each other from the academy. He took advanced tactics and I was in his tutorial group for the simulator side of the class. Before we met here two months ago, I counted him as a mentor of sorts.” Looking down James reluctantly let out his next sentence, “I believe the Vice Admiral received a message from the King before he departed for the Void.”


  “I see,” Jensen said carefully, a look of concern on her face. “Well, as I’m sure you can guess everyone is familiar with the news reports about Princess Christine. I guess it’s not too hard to read between the lines.”


  Sitting down again Jensen motioned for James to join her at the other side of the desk. “In that case I have some good news for you. I’m not as close to the King as Vice Admiral Cunningham and I know a good officer when I see one. I have an offer for you. You may have noticed we have a few more ships here in Excalibur than strictly necessary, my own flagship included,” As James nodded she continued. “Well, we’ll be departing as soon as we finish up our repairs. We’re needed back at V17 as soon as we are ready.”


  James nodded again; he assumed something had happened at V17 to let the four destroyers escape to attack New Stockholm.


  As he didn’t say anything Jensen continued. “In order to break the blockade, we have set up around V17, Chinese Admiral Zheng feinted a large attack with his battleships. As we gathered our fleet into one unit a number of fast destroyers broke from the Chinese fleet and managed to get to the hyper limit. We tried to stop them, but the Chinese Admiral brought his fleet into range and we exchanged a number of missile salvos. We only received minimal damage, as did they, but it was enough of a distraction to allow the destroyers to escape.”


  Though he didn’t want to delay the good news, James also couldn’t help asking, “What about the three destroyers that escaped from New Stockholm?”


  “Sadly for them they decided to make a run at Excalibur,” Jensen said grinning. “They came out of shift space almost right on top of my squadron as we were returning here for repairs. Once Voyager and the other pursuing ships got here, they were all but trapped. Two of them were destroyed and the third took some damage before it reached the mass shadow and jumped out. Vice Admiral Cunningham sent word back to say that it managed to slip through the blockade and return to V17.”


  “Good,” was all James said though on the inside he was more than happy. Any captain that was prepared to be involved in a mission whose goal was to fire on civilian ships deserved getting caught under Jensen’s guns.


  As Jensen continued James’ interest perked. “You can read the report of course. Why I’m telling you this is because one of the destroyers under my command took a proximity hit that momentarily knocked out her inertial dampeners. A quarter of her crew were killed and another two dozen severely injured. Her captain was amongst the dead. I want you to take command.”


  As she paused to await James’ response, he tried to speak. Feeling like he was back in sickbay aboard Drake he worked his jaw to try and say something as his mouth had gone completely dry. As the shock wore off he managed to get out a response.


  “I’m honored, sir, really I am. But I don’t have command experience on a warship. Surly there is a frigate commander with the experience to make a more appropriate captain?”


  Smiling Jensen answered, “under other circumstances you may be right, but we are at war. You may only be the commander of an exploration ship, but you have proven yourself in combat. I’ve requested that you be seconded to my command from Commodore West’s. She has already said yes.”


  Pushing over a datapad to James, she continued, “I have given you a field promotion to captain. I’m sure if you prove yourself the Admiralty will be happy to make it official at a later date. Right now, I want you to go over to Raptor and officially take command. Once you have a feel for the situation there, you’re going to need to begin to fill in the missing personnel. You’ll find some men and women from amongst the other ships here in Excalibur that are ready for a promotion and so can fill in some of the gaps aboard Raptor. For the rest I suggest you take as many as can be spared from Drake.”


  Nodding, James asked, “What is to happen to her?”


  “I plan to put Second Lieutenant Gupta in charge. She’ll have to make do without the crew members you’ll take but once she has completed enough repairs she will be taking Drake back to Britannia and then maybe to Earth. I suspect the Admiralty will want to give her command of Drake once the repairs are complete. Your report on her abilities certainly speaks well for her.”


  “Thank you, sir,” James said with relief. He was half afraid Jensen was going to appoint someone else to take command of Drake and take her home for repairs. “Drake will be in good hands with her.”


  “Very good, Captain, now you have a lot to do. I suggest you make your way to Raptor and get to work. After you officially take command and get settled in, I want you to report to HMS Ghost at sixteen hundred hours. Captain Lightfoot is expecting you. The rest of the squadron and I will be returning to V17, but the Admiralty has something else planned for you two.


  Recognizing the dismissal James rose. Before turning to leave he shook Rear Admiral Jensen’s hand again. “I want to thank you again, sir, I won’t forget this opportunity.”
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  AS JAMES APPROACHED HMS Raptor, he couldn’t help but stare out the shuttle’s viewport with an open mouth. He had always thought Chinese ships were beautiful, but Raptor had a beauty all of her own. At twenty-eight thousand tones Raptor was the largest destroyer the RSN had yet built. She was 304 meters long and at her widest point she had a beam of sixty meters and a height of fifty. Armed with four heavy plasma cannons, each of which made Drake’s look like peashooters, she could handle herself in a close fight. For longer-range engagements, she had two forward and rear missile tubes and a broadside of six missiles tubes on both her starboard and port sides. Her streamlined construction reminded James of a cross between a battleship and a submarine from the old Twentieth Century wet navies. Her sleek hull mimicked that of a submarine while the large plasma cannons poking out above her superstructure gave her the menacing look of those ancient battleships.


  With a crew of two hundred she was designed to easily defeat anything smaller than herself and the strategists back at the Admiralty believed that with the RSN advantage in missile ECM she should be able to take on a Chinese light cruiser and put up a good fight. That was yet to be proven, for only six of the Crusader class destroyers had been finished when the war broke out. To his knowledge none had seen real close quarters combat yet.


  As the shuttle rose up over the bow of Raptor to approach the shuttle bay James caught a glimpse of another identical ship orbiting Excalibur. With the shuttle’s view screen, he zoomed in on the ship to see her name. HMS Ghost. So it seemed the Admiralty had a plan for their two Crusader class destroyers in the Void. As the shuttle docked, James took a moment before stepping off the shuttle and prepared himself to officially take command of his first warship.
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A New Beginning
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    Destroyers are the workhorses of any fleet. In peace they are typically used as system pickets, convoy escorts and pirate hunters. In war, their fast acceleration and impressive stealth capabilities make them ideal for operating behind enemy lines. Yet, when larger fleet battles break out, they are always in the thick of the action helping to protect their bigger sisters.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  21 APRIL, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Stepping off the shuttle, James was greeted by a loud shrill noise bombarding his ears. After a few seconds, it began to break apart into the recognizable sounds of a pipe and drum band welcoming their new captain aboard. As both feet came to rest on Raptor’s deck he offered a crisp salute to the assembled officers and crew. Not all the crew could fit into the shuttle hanger but a great many had tried.


  A young-looking man in an officer’s uniform stepped out of the crowd and offered his hand. He had to shout over the din of the welcoming band, “Welcome aboard, Captain, my name is Lieutenant Romanov.”


  James had to push down the tension that suddenly gripped his body. For the last half-century, the Russians had been the bogeymen of children’s bedtime stories. Yet, after the Russian government had fled Earth with a significant part of their population, hundreds of millions had been left behind. At present, the old geographical area that had been Russia was a war-torn patchwork of rival warlords. Some of the surrounding nations had begun to claim territory for themselves but with the possibilities in space no one wanted the expense of having to pacify a militant population. The costs simply outweighed the benefits. Over the years though, many Russians had escaped old Russia and sought to make new lives throughout Earth, and indeed, all the human colonies. No doubt Lieutenant Romanov’s parents or grandparents had been such people. Still, as much as he didn’t want to admit it, he was sure Romanov had struggled in the RSN because of his background. If James’ initial reaction had been one of caution, others would react with outright hostility.


  With that thought James resolved to give Romanov all the respect he deserved as an RSN officer. Pushing away the last tension that had coiled around his body, he refocused on what the lieutenant was saying. “I was the third lieutenant aboard Raptor but when our inertial dampeners failed Herrick, our first lieutenant was severely injured and sadly Second Lieutenant Sanders died with the captain on the bridge. I’ve been acting as the senior commanding officer for the last two days.”


  Nodding, James made a mental note to review everything Romanov had done in the last two days. It couldn’t have been easy to be thrust from third lieutenant to senior commanding officer in the blink of an eye. James knew from personal experience; although he had been given a small survey ship not a damaged warship! A mistake or two would be understandable. As the last vestiges of the bos’ns’ pipes and drums died down, James replied, “Thank you, Lieutenant Romanov, you have put together a fitting welcoming reception.” Speaking louder for everyone to hear James continued, “I have to say that as the shuttle approached Raptor I got a good look at her. In my humble opinion she’s the finest looking warship in the British navy. I’m looking forward to taking command and I’m sure you all will live up to the reputation the late Captain Hooker has already established for Raptor, thank you all for your welcome.”


  As he eyed the assembled crew he knew he had chosen the right words. On the shuttle ride over he had been able to briefly review Raptor’s files and he had seen enough to guess Captain Hooker had been well respected and would be missed. No doubt the crew were apprehensive about getting a new captain and he wanted to win their trust as soon as possible. With whatever Jensen and the Admiralty had planned for them, they would likely need to be working as a team fast.


  Lowering his voice again James turned back to face Lieutenant Romanov, “Do you have the necessary ship-wide comms set up?”


  “Yes, sir,” Romanov replied, “this way.” As Romanov led him through a gap in the assembled crowd, James fished in his jacket pocket to pull out his orders. They were printed on an old-fashioned piece of paper. It was a tradition going back almost a thousand years in the Royal Navy and it had been carried over into the Royal Space Navy. When they came to the podium, Romanov stepped out of the way and allowed James to stand behind it. When Romanov had taken his place back amongst the assembled crew he shouted, “Crew, about turn.”


  With a single motion the crew turned through ninety degrees and stood to attention with the sharp clang of their leading feet stamping on the shuttle deck. Looking down, James could see the podium was keyed into the ship-wide comms, so every crew member could hear him.


  “Crew members of HMS Raptor,” he began in a slow measured pace. “I am Captain James Somerville. I have with me orders issued by Rear Admiral Orla Jensen on behalf of the Admiralty, they read; ‘Captain James Somerville upon receipt of these orders you are to report aboard HMS Raptor and assume the full responsibilities of the commanding officer. You are to carry out your duty in service to your country and your King. Upon reading these orders aboard Raptor to her crew you will be designated her captain.”


  Folding the piece of paper, James carefully put it back in his jacket pocket. He knew he would be getting it preserved as a keepsake. Then he looked back at the assembled crew. This was the point when captains were often expected to make elaborate speeches to introduce themselves and impress the crew. James had already dismissed that idea; there was work to be done. “Crew members of Raptor, it’s a pleasure to have the privilege of being your captain but I’m going to end the formalities here. I believe we will be getting new orders to leave Excalibur within the next twenty-four hours. That means we all have work to do if we’re going to be ready in time. I’ll be making a full inspection of each department once I have reviewed the ship’s logs. Until then I trust you to carry out your duty. You are all dismissed.”


  As the gathered crew began to disperse, Romanov approached James and asked, “can I give you a brief tour of the ship, sir?”


  “Not just yet,” James replied, “take me to my office if you don’t mind. I’m scheduled to meet with Captain Lightfoot aboard Ghost at sixteen hundred hours. I’m going to be reviewing Raptor’s logs until then, so I don’t want to be disturbed.”


  “No problem, sir,” Romanov assured James, “I’ll have a shuttle prepped and awaiting you in shuttle bay two.”


  “Very good,” James answered, “now tell me, what state is Raptor in?”


  “As you probably saw on your shuttle ride over here, sir, outwardly she is almost as good as new. The proximity hit caused minimal damage; the valstronium armor absorbed most of the explosive force. It was a freak accident that our inertial dampeners took part of the shock of the explosion and overloaded. The repair crews at Excalibur have been very helpful. We’ve replaced the sections of armor that were damaged and reapplied the stealth coating to them. We’re practically as good as new.”


  Lowering his head to speak quieter his expression changed as he continued, “inwardly it’s a different matter. Everyone has lost someone they were close to. It’s strange, sir. We look around and everything looks the same. There’s no battle damage or sign of what happened, only the missing faces. We all respected Captain Hooker and I think many of the crew still turn around expecting to see him checking in on them or coming down to oversee some repairs being carried out. He was a very involved captain.”


  It had not occurred to James before but as Romanov explained it, he realized Raptor was in an unusual position. Normally if a ship suffered causalities it was as a result of severe battle damage. The ship itself would have to go back to a repair yard and the surviving crew would get some down time to mourn and work through the trauma of combat.


  A ship’s inertial dampeners effectively created an artificial gravity field on board the ship. They also compensated for the g-forces a ship felt when it was accelerating or maneuvering. Without them, ships would be severely limited in what they could do as they couldn’t accelerate, or maneuver more than their crew members could tolerate without blacking out. When Raptor’s inertial dampeners had failed it hadn’t caused any secondary damage. Instead it had simply thrown the crew around with the force of the maneuvers Raptor had been undergoing to avoid the incoming Chinese missiles. Thankfully, the failure lasted less than a second before the backup systems came online. Yet their failure had been enough to cause injuries to most of the crew. Those unlucky enough to be thrown at the wrong angle or to be close to something solid had been severely injured and many had died, including Captain Hooker.


  So Raptor’s crew had lost many close friends without seeing the typical physical trauma to the ship. They would also not have the time to properly mourn their losses, as instead of returning to Earth or Britannia they would be going straight back into combat. James hadn’t thought of this or the problems that might arise from it, but it was clear Romanov was already encountering them.


  “What steps have you taken to help the crew through this?” James asked.


  “I have kept everyone as busy as I can over the last two days, sir. That hasn’t been hard as we’re so down on personnel. The bodies of the dead have already been removed for transport back to Earth, but I have a memorial service planned in the main shuttle bay at sixteen hundred hours. I’ve given all the crew two hours off duty before the service to prepare themselves and ready any tributes they want to make.”


  James was impressed with Romanov’s initiative. Normally a junior officer wouldn’t make such a bold arrangement with a new captain on his way to assume command. “Very good, Lieutenant, I’m sure that will go a long way toward helping everyone process what happened. I’d like to attend the service. Can you contact Ghost for me and inform them of the service and leave a message for Captain Lightfoot that I will report on board Ghost as soon as the service is finished.”


  “Aye, sir,” Romanov said eagerly, “the crew will be happy that you’re joining us.” Pointing to a large door in front of them he continued, “this is your office, sir. Your quarters are adjoining on the starboard side.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant, you may contact me when it’s time for the memorial service. Until then I don’t want to be disturbed,” James said as he stepped through the opening doors into his new office.


  He was impressed by the size. Raptor was about a third larger than Drake, but a significant amount of Drake’s internal space had been given over to fuel tanks. Despite being a warship, Raptor had been designed with some level of comfort for the crew who would have to spend years serving aboard her. His office was over twice the size of the one he had aboard Drake and he guessed his living quarters would be the same.


  Settling down at his desk, James promised he would give himself time to enjoy his new surroundings later. For now he had to get on top of what state Raptor was in before he met with Captain Lightfoot. After entering his RSN passwords into the main computer and being recognized as the new captain he first opened the captain’s logs, went back six months and began to read.


  Five minutes later he was disturbed with a beep from the door admittance system. Frustration caused him to lose his train of thought. He had asked not to be disturbed. Before he could give permission for whoever had requested entry into his office to come in he heard the whooshing sound of doors opening. Swinging round in his chair toward the main doors out into the corridor, James shouted in anger, “who gave you permission to...” His outburst was cut short when he realized the main doors were still shut and there was no one in sight.


  Instead from over his left shoulder came a slightly shaky voice. “Excuse me, Captain, I’m sorry to interrupt. I thought I should introduce myself and see if you need anything. I am the captain’s steward, Arthur Fox.”


  Turning to face the man standing in the entrance to his personal quarters, James realized he had completely forgot that a captain of a warship was meant to have his own attendant to cook for him and look after his needs. Typically stewards had free range of a captain’s quarters and office so it wasn’t rude for him to just come into his office without permission. Standing, James strode over to take Fox’s hand. “I’m sorry Arthur, I had forgotten that I would have a steward, I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “That’s OK, sir, I quite understand,” Fox said as he looked at the ground, not meeting James’ eyes. “I would understand if you already have your own steward from your previous command. I already have Captain Hooker’s things packed and stowed, ready to be taken off the ship. I can arrange passage for myself with them, if you wish.”


  “Nonsense,” James said worrying he had gotten off on the wrong foot with his steward. “I didn’t have a steward on my last command. It was only a survey frigate. I’m sure I’ll be delighted with your services. In fact, I think I’ll take a strong black coffee to help get me through the data files I’m reviewing. After that you can arrange to transfer my things from Drake. To be honest I hadn’t thought about them yet. If you like, you can take a shuttle across and oversee the transfer yourself.”


  A look of relief passed across Fox’s face. With a simple nod he scurried back into James’ quarters and toward a door that James guessed led to his own personal galley. Clearly he was happy to have something to do and so James left him to his own devices. Turning back to his data files he began to read again, he had six hours to the memorial service.


  #
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  SITTING IN THE SHUTTLE for the short flight over to Ghost, James had a few minutes to reflect on the memorial service and his reading. He hadn’t said anything at the service but had been content to sit at the side and observe. He hoped the crew had welcomed his presence and appreciated that he had given them space to reflect on their lost crew members. From his reading he had quickly realized that Captain Hooker had run a tight ship. Before the battle the crew’s fitness reports were exceptional and in simulations Raptor had always performed well. Despite losing some good personnel with the failure of the inertial dampeners, the crew had come together and worked hard over the last two days. The fact so many holes in the command structure could be filled so efficiently, spoke of how well Hooker had trained his crew.


  Before he left James had approved a number of promotions Lieutenant Romanov had made and then submitted the list of the replacements Raptor needed to Rear Admiral’s Jensen’s aide. Most of the losses amongst the lower ranks would be filled with crew members from Drake but the NCOs, sub lieutenants and lieutenants would have to come from all the ships in Excalibur. Those in line for a promotion that couldn’t be given aboard their current ship, would get a chance to join Raptor, a step higher up the ladder.


  Within minutes of landing on Ghost, James was shown into Captain Lightfoot’s office. Lightfoot looked just as James remembered him from the testimony he had given before the UN Interplanetary Committee. Short black hair, a black moustache and a thick neck that ran down to two square shoulders, all reminded James of a wrestler he had followed growing up. Lacking some of the fear factor, Lightfoot’s six-foot five frame still inspired an air of respect.


  Despite his formidable appearance, Lightfoot’s smile was genuine as he welcomed James into his office. “Welcome aboard Ghost, Captain. It is good to see you again. I must apologize for the last time we met. RSNI had already scheduled further debriefs with me and so I had to rush off.”


  “That’s quite alright, sir,” James began with a hint of relief. He had feared Lightfoot would be upset about him being over an hour late for their scheduled meeting. “RSNI ushered me back to my ship within minutes of ordering a drink so I didn’t get to see much of New York myself. I apologize for my lateness. I hope my third lieutenant passed on that we were having a memorial service for the crew members Raptor lost. The service was already scheduled before I took over command and I thought it demanded my presence.”


  “I understand. May I call you James by the way, when it’s just the two of us of course?” Lightfoot asked.


  “Certainly, sir.” James said, “I get the impression we’re going to be working closely together.”


  “Indeed we are, and you can call me Patrick,” Lightfoot responded with a knowing smile. “I take it you have read the most recent reports about the Chinese attack at Cook?”


  As James nodded, Lightfoot continued, “Well I can tell you a bit more than the reports can. The damage to the shipyard at Cook means it is a total loss. It will take at least three years to rebuild the station and then another two to get production back to full speed. When I left Cook, the Admiralty hadn’t yet heard about the outcome of the attack, but I expect they will be furious. Though they won’t be surprised.”


  Pausing for a second, Lightfoot let James ponder that before continuing. “You see RSNI got a tip off from a high ranking Chinese official that the Chinese Politburo had decided to step the war up a notch. They knew an attack of some kind was imminent and so a warning was able to get to Cook just before the Chinese carried out their attack. Even with this warning things were bad. In retaliation the Admiralty has decided to carry out raiding attacks in Chinese space. As the two captains of Crusader class destroyers in the Void, we’ll be spearheading the raiding attack through this area of space. The four other Crusader class destroyers will be moving up into Chinese space via Earth and the Beta colony. Their area of operations will cover the older, more established colonial worlds. We’ll be hitting more backwater locations. Our targets won’t be as fancy, but there will also be fewer defenders, so we have more chance of coming through this mission with the paintwork intact.


  “Interestingly, along with the tip off about the Chinese attack we got information on the Politburo members who are championing this war. I’m reading between the lines here, but I think the Admiralty is gunning for regime change amongst the Politburo. All our targets are either military or are owned by one of the leading Politburo members in favor of the war. So while it seems we are going to be raiders for the next few months, we are to be raiders with a conscience. Tell me; is Raptor up to an extended long-range mission?” Lightfoot finished by asking.


  James delayed his answer as he took a few seconds to take everything in. The British government and the Admiralty would only want a regime change if it were likely to bring peace. They must be hoping to target the more bloodthirsty Politburo members. If the plan worked, the targeted Politburo members would then either have to end the war to protect their personal wealth and power or else watch themselves topple as they lost prestige and influence. It was a long shot, but it might just work.


  “Yes, sir, we are still waiting on replacement personnel but if they arrive in the next twenty-four hours we should be ready to leave. It will take a while to get everyone working together smoothly but we will have to make do,” James answered.


  “Granted, but you will have to do everything you can to speed up the process. We’re likely to see action sooner rather than later so Raptor needs to be ready. Having said that, I have been given some leeway on how we approach our targets. The Admiralty has ordered us to hit the Wi system, the New Shanghai system and to liberate our mining station at Reading. After my tussle with Admiral Zheng at Damang, the Chinese sent a small force in to take over the station in case we used it as a resupply base. There’ll be nothing there that is useful to us now, but the Admiralty wants our people back. RSNI believes they are still being held captive on the base.


  “Given your ship’s situation, I’ve decided we’ll hit Reading first. It’ll take us a week to work through the shift passage from the Void to Damang and another three days to reach Reading. That should give you enough time to cement your new crew members in and be ready for whatever faces us there.


  “Now,” Lightfoot said as he stood and handed a datapad across the desk to James, “here is the latest RSNI info on our target systems. I would like your thoughts on how we should approach each objective.”
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  FOUR HOURS LATER JAMES finally set the datapad down. He was exhausted. He felt he had covered every possibility he could think of, given the data in front of him. James was pleased that Lightfoot and he had worked so well together. They had modified Lightfoot’s original plans in a number of places. James now felt confident that their plans were as good as they could make them, without actually jumping into each system and laying eyes on what was really happening in each one.


  After thanking James for his assistance as an afterthought Lightfoot added, “oh, I’m sending over the commanding officer of my marines to liaise with your men. He will get your boys up to date and then return to Ghost before we leave Excalibur. I think you have already met him, Major Johnston.”


  James was momentarily surprised; he had thought the major had intended to return to his wife as soon as the mission to capture the Chinese destroyer at Excalibur had been completed. What could have changed his mind?
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    Serving in the navy often forged friendships that would last a lifetime. Being assigned to the same ship for years would lead to many crew members thinking of themselves as family. Even so, it was rare that officers got to develop such connections. They had to remain aloof from their subordinates and, as they moved from ship to ship more often than other crew members, they rarely built deep lasting friendships.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  21 APRIL, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Stepping off the shuttle back onto Raptor, James paused to say farewell to Major Johnston. Back when Johnston had taken passage on board Drake to attack the Chinese destroyer, he had thought he had gotten on well with the major. In the brief flight over to Raptor, James could already tell things had changed. Johnston hadn’t been the most talkative marine he had ever met but he had barely said a couple of words during the flight. It seemed all he was interested in was the Reading mission. When James had asked about his wife a look of pain had crossed his face before he had regained control and fixed a steely expression in its place. James had waited for an answer but when none had been forth coming he had given up.


  As he turned to say farewell to the major a familiar voice distracted him. “Major Johnston, it’s good to see you again, sir,” came the feminine voice of Georgia Gupta across the shuttle bay.


  The major grunted a reply before walking off in the direction of the marine barracks aboard Raptor. James on the other hand swung round. “What are you doing here Georgia? You’re meant to be commanding Drake.”


  Instead of answering him she held out her hand, “Welcome back, Captain, and congratulations on your promotion. I’m sorry I didn’t get time to call over the comms and congratulate you before now.”


  Taking a step back she smiled at James, “Do you like my new uniform?”


  Only then did James notice the extra Silver Star on her shoulder, the mark of a first lieutenant. “When the list of open spaces was sent around the fleet I applied for the open first lieutenant spot, Rear Admiral Jensen assigned me here immediately based on your evaluation of me.”


  James was momentarily speechless, “But, you’re meant to be commanding Drake. If you take her back to Earth and oversee the repairs, the Admiralty is bound to give you a promotion to commander. That’s why I wrote the evaluation for you.”


  “I know that, James,” Gupta said, smiling again as she used his first name and enjoyed the confusion that was all across his face. “But if I did that I would be sitting out the rest of this war on the side-lines. Britain is my home too and I intend to fight to protect her. Besides,” she began as she turned and started to walk away, forcing James to follow her, “you seem to lead an interesting life as far as this war goes. I’m betting that if I stick close to you, I’ll see plenty of action and get lots of chances to prove my worth to the Admiralty. Come to the bridge and I’ll show you what Lieutenant Romanov and I have been doing in your absence.”


  James began to follow. By the tone of Gupta’s voice, it was obvious she already had a growing respect for the newly promoted second lieutenant. Given that their family backgrounds were so similar, they were likely to have a lot in common. Both were certainly good officers. “What about Drake, who has Jensen put in charge of her now?” James asked as they walked.


  “Before I made my request I checked in with Sub Lieutenant Fisher,” Gupta explained. “She has made a better than expected recovery from her injuries aboard the Swedish colony ship. She had already put in a request to be reassigned back aboard Drake. I simply approved her request and then included a recommendation that she take over responsibility for getting Drake home if my transfer was accepted.”


  Seeing wisdom in Gupta’s decision, James simply nodded. Some independent command experience would do Fisher the world of good. She still lacked a bit of self-confidence. And it would also do her chances of making lieutenant no harm at all. There weren’t many sub lieutenants who got the chance to put command experience on their file. She would never be able to keep command once she reached Britannia but even a couple of weeks of experience would look good.


  As he strode onto the bridge James realized he was humming to himself. The weight of getting Raptor ready in time and finding enough personnel to replace those injured or killed had been weighting heavier on him than he had appreciated. Suddenly the weight had lightened a great deal.


  Sitting down in the command chair, he listened to Gupta and Romanov detail how they planned to fit all the new crew members into the existing watches. Once they were finished he approved their plans, and, with a few moments of peace, he turned his attention to something that had been bothering him. On his console he opened up Major Johnston’s personnel file. After briefly reviewing it nothing seemed out of the ordinary. After completing the mission to board and take the Chinese destroyer he had returned to Earth for a lengthy debrief. Rather than dismiss him, the Marines had decided to retain Johnston until the end of the war. He had then been posted to Cook. Why Cook though? Then James remembered. Johnston had once said that he had sent his wife to visit relatives in Cook in case the tensions between Britain and China spilled over into war.


  With trepidation James accessed the details of the Chinese attack on Cook. He searched the list of deaths from the attack on the orbital shipyard and battlestations, but Johnston’s wife wasn’t there. Then he spotted a secondary file marked ‘collateral causalities.’ As he read, he realized that as the shipyard in orbit around Cook had been destroyed it hadn’t simply exploded. Too large to be completely destroyed by the smaller missiles used by the attacking missileboats, it had broken up. Several large chunks had broken through the planet’s atmosphere and struck the surface. None had been large enough to do any serious damage, but one had impacted the ocean. The collision had been near a series of fishing villages that were being set up to provide food for the growing population of a nearby city. As he searched through the dead he found the name he was looking for. Noelle Johnston. Selecting her name brought up some additional details including her maiden name. Looking back at the list of collateral causalities, James saw other people with the same last name. Noelle’s family in Cook must have been involved in setting up the new fishing villages. Many of them had been killed as a tsunami, caused by the section of the shipyard that had impacted the sea only a few miles from their village, had swamped the area.


  Searching through some more files, James tried to find out where the major had been when this happened. He was horrified to find out that he had been in the Cook system. He had just arrived hours earlier and had been in orbit aboard a passenger freighter when the attack had taken place. A few more seconds found that the freighter had attempted to contact the villages to warn them of the approaching danger. While everyone else’s attention had been focused on the battle unfolding in orbit around Cook, one man’s attention had been on the planet. The major cities all had their own missile defense systems to protect against invasion and any debris falling from orbit. The villages did not. Johnston’s warnings had allowed the other villages to be evacuated just in time but the one his wife had been in was just too close to the impact.


  Suddenly, James felt a new weight on his shoulders. He couldn’t imagine what Major Johnston had gone through. To watch his wife die before his very eyes, the very wife he had told to go to somewhere he had thought was safe. Forgetting the other duties that were pressing upon him, James tried to think of how he could help the major but when Gupta returned twenty minutes later needing his approval for another personnel change nothing had come to him.


  #


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  TWELVE DAYS LATER Raptor and Ghost dropped out of shift space on the edge of the Reading system. They had stopped off in the Damang system to carry out some exercises and observe any Chinese shipping that was passing through on its way to V17. Admiral Cunningham’s blockade of V17 was meant to keep the Chinese fleet locked up so it couldn’t carry out any further attacks. Normally, when blockading a system, it was easy to stop any ships getting in by simply patrolling the shift passages. In the Void this was impossible as a ship could approach from any angle. That meant the Chinese were able to run as much supplies and reinforcements into the system as they wanted. The only caveat was that once in the system it was difficult to leave. Any ships trying to make their way to the edge of the mass shadow were easily spotted, allowing Admiral Cunningham to get a blocking force in place.


  Before they left, the latest intel from the admiral had been that the Chinese were running supply convoys into V17 at a rate of about one every two weeks, although the gap had been slowly expanding. RSNI operatives imbedded with the admiral’s fleet suspected the Chinese were having problems finding enough freighters to keep sending into V17 when so few were returning.


  By the time Raptor and Ghost had left Excalibur another convoy was expected and so they had waited in stealth to watch the convoy pass through. A light cruiser and a destroyer had been escorting it. As they had been too far away to sneak into close range under stealth, Lightfoot had decided to leave it alone. A long-range shooting match with a light cruiser and destroyer would likely leave one if not both British destroyers damaged and unable to continue.


  Now in the Reading system, both ships came to a stop on the edge of the mass shadow. Every passive scanner was focused on the inner system. “The gravimetric sensors are not picking up any ships at high acceleration, sir,” Sub Lieutenant Becket called out from her place at the sensors console. She was another of the crew from Drake who had been assigned to Raptor. James was pleased to have her.


  Over the next ten minutes Becket and the other bridge officers worked to analyze all the data that was coming in. James purposely didn’t watch the live feeds. He wanted his bridge crew to learn to work without his oversight.


  After spending some time with Becket, Romanov switched on the main holo display. He also configured it so that the holo display on the auxiliary bridge would show the same image. All RSN military ships were fitted with auxiliary bridges that could take over the control of the ship in the event that the main bridge was damaged. When at battle stations, the first lieutenant was assigned to the auxiliary bridge and was to be prepared to take over at a moment’s notice. James was still getting used to the idea of having Gupta aboard and yet not on the bridge where he could pick her brains.


  With a comm’s channel opened between the two bridges, Romanov gave James and Gupta a breakdown of his findings so far. “Captain, the mining station is definitely still operational, it’s radiating heat into the third planet’s atmosphere like crazy. The levels are actually higher than our safety or environmental regulations allow. I suspect the Chinese have expanded the mining operation or are running our equipment at full capacity. We’ve also been getting intermittent electromagnetic radiation from orbit around the planet. It wasn’t enough to ID a ship but there’s something in orbit. If it’s not a ship it must be some kind of automated station.”


  Before James could respond the sub lieutenant manning communications announced that Ghost had established a laser link and Lightfoot was on the line.


  “Captain,” James said to acknowledge that he was now receiving the visual of Captain Lightfoot. “My officers believe there to be a ship in orbit around the third planet. Probably keeping station above the mining facilities.”


  “As do mine, Captain Somerville,” Lightfoot replied. “I’ve decided to go with plan gamma. You may begin transferring your marines over to Ghost immediately. We’ll depart as soon as they are on board. Happy hunting, Captain.”


  “You too, sir,” James replied as the visual of Lightfoot disappeared. Plan gamma called for Ghost to move into the system and assault the mining station while Raptor waited near the mass shadow to pick off any ships that tried to leave.


  Typing in a series of commands, James sent orders for the marines to prepare to embark onto Ghost. Then he ordered the crew manning the auxiliary bridge to stand down. It would take hours for Ghost to creep into the system under stealth and he didn’t want his crew to get worn out before the real fun began.
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  MAJOR SAMUEL JOHNSTON could feel his anger growing as Ghost got closer and closer to the mining facilities and the Chinese inside. During the time it had taken Ghost to get close to the third planet of the Reading system he had been briefing the marines from Raptor. Initially, he had planned to fully brief them when he had visited Raptor back at Excalibur but in the end he had only stayed long enough to give them the barest details. He hadn’t expected to see Captain Somerville there let alone Lieutenant Gupta and Sub Lieutenant Becket. Seeing so many familiar faces had brought back memories of the mission to Excalibur and his fateful decision to leave Earth. Only Captain Lightfoot knew of his loss and he hadn’t wanted to speak to any of the old crew members of Drake.


  Every morning he woke up, he regretted his decision to agree to Becket’s request that he be temporally reactivated in the marines. For days his anger had been directed at her and the RSNI spook Mr. Jones. Yet seeing her again had softened it somewhat. She had done well on the Excalibur mission and he respected her. He knew she had only been following orders when she had turned up at his house. In fact, he knew that ten times out of ten he would have accepted the Marines call to be reactivated and carry out his duty. But hindsight was sometimes a cruel mistress. Now, all he wanted was to go back and change his decision. And yet he couldn’t. He couldn’t change his decision and he couldn’t change his current circumstances. So now he focused all his anger and rage on killing any Chinese he could get his hands on. They had killed his wife and now he was going to kill them.


  All the marines were crammed onto the five shuttles in both of Ghost’s shuttle bays. The shuttles themselves were packed closely together as two were from Raptor. As the commanding officer Johnston sat in the cockpit of the lead shuttle with the two pilots. He had a direct line to the bridge and was able to watch the holo image of Ghost and the third planet as they made their approach.


  When they were close enough, visuals confirmed the presence of a Chinese ship in orbit. It had turned out to be a Chinese frigate. Some of the marines were placing bets on whether or not it would stay and try to fight or would turn tail and run when they spotted Ghost. Johnston hoped its commander would be foolish enough to stay and fight. He was looking forward to seeing the frigate gunned down. The logical part of him not driven by his anger realized that it was very unlikely. The frigate could never hope to match itself against Ghost.


  At the prearranged time a power fluctuation erupted from Ghost’s number three fission reactor. It was so strong, it set off minor warnings on the control board of the shuttle Johnston was in. The Chinese couldn’t miss it. Indeed, as Johnston watched, it only took the Chinese frigate seconds before it began to send out powerful beams of energy using its main search radar. Almost immediately Ghost went to full power, charging straight for the frigate. With luck it would look to the Chinese like Ghost had been trying to sneak up to the frigate and had been given away by a faulty reactor.


  Now the Chinese commander would know what he was up against. Would he stay or run? Johnston only had to wait thirty seconds to find out. After a brief flurry of electromagnetic radiation suggesting a signal was sent down to the mining facilities the frigate began to boost out of orbit, away from the approaching British destroyer. Someone on the bridge plotted the frigate’s likely rout of escape given its current vector. At present speeds Ghost would be able to get off a few shots from her two bow tubes but then the smaller frigate’s better acceleration would allow it to escape. Of course, Ghost had more acceleration up her sleeve, but the Chinese weren’t to know that.


  As the frigate began to break orbit and head away from the third planet Ghost’s vector took her gradually away from a direct approach to the mining facility and her speed continued to increase. Without knowing the route of escape the frigate would choose, it had been impossible to plan the next part of the mission precisely, but now that the frigate had begun to move someone on Ghost’s bridge updated the shuttle with their flight plans. On her new vector Ghost would pass closest to the mining facilities in another five minutes sixty seconds. Three minutes before this point the shuttles would launch and immediately begin to decelerate in order to drop down into the planet’s atmosphere and, hopefully, surprise the Chinese defenders. Unless the Chinese had shipped in expensive sensor packages for the mining facility, they wouldn’t be able to detect the small shuttles. All they would see would be Ghost passing by the planet in pursuit of the escaping frigate. At the same time Ghost would turn on her jamming equipment to prevent the frigate from warning the planet. Johnston didn’t know if Somerville or Lightfoot had come up with the plan, but he was suitably impressed. He would be even more so if it worked.


  When the timer hit zero, the shuttles began to launch from the two shuttle bays. One part of being in the marines Johnston hated was that he spent most of his life being a passenger. Now that the mission was a go he still had to wait and watch as the pilots guided his shuttle to its destination. Each shuttle had its own target and as they began to descend through the atmosphere the shuttles separated as the mining facilities covered an area of more than thirty square miles. Johnston and his first platoon would be leading the assault to recover the prisoners in conjunction with second platoon on board the shuttle keeping station with them. The other three platoons would secure the main control facilities, the landing zone and the equipment store. Details on the facility said there was enough explosive in the equipment store to blow up the entire facility. Johnston didn’t want some suicidal Chinese taking out his entire assault party.


  With their targets already identified, the other three shuttles began their final swoop down to land. A hail of fire sprang up from the ground at the shuttle making its way to the landing zone, but it was cut short as the shuttle fired a hyper velocity missile at the defenders. Johnston ground his teeth as he waited for the co-pilot to work the shuttle’s thermal scanners. “There,” he shouted. “The greatest concentration of bodies is in the secondary housing unit, that must be them.”


  Johnston only had to glance at the holo display to confirm the findings. “Take us in,” he ordered.


  As the shuttle zoomed in toward its target, an alert had obviously gone out from one of the other objectives for men in combat armor began pouring out of one of the side buildings. The marine gunners aboard the two shuttles began to fire at them but the shuttles weaving through the mining equipment that towered into the sky put most of their shots off. All the same, three or four Chinese fell to the ground with gaping holes where plasma cannon fire had punched through them, armor and all.


  While all this was going on, Johnston was reviewing the tactical scans of the area. Tapping his command console, he spoke into his comm’s unit, “put us down over there, we’ll take it from here.”


  Switching between channels, he continued, “OK, Marines, our objective is coming up. Once we disembark the Chinese positions will be at our three o’clock. First and second squads, you are to lay down covering fire. Third squad you’re with me, we’re going to flank round to the right.”


  After a series of affirmatives from the squad leaders Johnston switched the comms’ channel again, “Lieutenant Albion, my men are going to lay down covering fire and flank to the right. Our flanking maneuver will only be a feint. I want you to give us thirty seconds and then take your men down the left flank, punch through the defenders and get into that building. Leave any stragglers to me.”


  In the Royal Marines each squad consisted of six men and three squads made a platoon. Destroyers carried a total of three platoons and, with one left on Raptor that gave Johnston a total fighting force of ninety men. He was confident that if he could get a full platoon of marines in combat armor into their target building, any defenses inside would crumble. They just had to get past what was waiting for them outside.


  Before the shuttle hit the ground, Johnston was jumping out, trusting his power armor to cushion the fall. He had ordered the shuttle to put down behind some mining equipment, so his men had a screen protecting them from enemy fire while they disembarked. As soon as they were out the first and second squads spread out through the mining equipment and began to fire at the makeshift barriers the defenders had set up in front of the building holding the hostages. Once third squad had formed up around him, Johnston sprinted off at an angle away from the barricade. He was constantly scanning his surroundings but was confident the defenders would be focused on the attack coming from their front. After sixty seconds, he slowed the pace of his sprint and turned back toward the enemy with third squad behind him. When he got to the point he could see the green flashes of the plasma cannons he crouched down and signaled the rest of the squad to fan out. Slowly they maneuvered around the various mining equipment until they all had good firing positions.


  When he saw that everyone was in position he gave the command. “Fire!” Suddenly, the defenders found themselves taking fire from two directions. The first three plasma bolts from his men all found their targets. After that the defenders ducked behind cover that would protect them from the new angle of attack, popping up occasionally to return fire. When Johnston heard a click over the radio to signal that Lieutenant Albion’s platoon was in place he sent an acknowledgment back.


  Peeking out from his cover, Johnston saw eighteen marines in heavy combat armor break out of cover from almost directly behind the new positions the defenders had taken. Assisted by the combat armor a marine could sprint at sixty miles per hour over short distances. Each marine had his plasma rifle aimed at a defender, but they were holding their fire. It wasn’t until the first defender had spotted them and began to turn to open fire that Lieutenant Albion gave the order to open up. At almost point-blank range a hail of plasma bolts rained down on the defenders, killing more than fifteen of them. The rest abandoned their now useless cover and dove away from the secondary living quarters to find safety. A few fell to shots from his platoon while about ten escaped.


  The gap in the defenses was all the encouragement Albion needed, he immediately ordered his men to alter their angle of attack and make straight for the now undefended entrance to the living quarters. Quickly, explosive charges were fastened to the large doors and the marines stepped back as they detonated. Before the smoke began to clear Albion and his squad were rushing through the door. Plasma bolts rained out the door past the entering marines. One struck Albion and blew him backwards to land in the dirt in front of his objective. Another marine fled clutching his leg but the sheer weight of return fire from the marines silenced the defenders and the rest of the marines were in the building in seconds.


  Satisfied that second platoon would soon have the objective under control, Johnston switched his focus back to the defenders who were left outside. Over the comms he ordered first and second squads to move up while he took third squad round to flank them again. This time he made sure they were able to work their way right behind the enemy. Slowly, he crept closer and closer to the Chinese positions and then he jumped from cover and charged, ordering his men to follow as he ran. He had picked out two Chinese defenders who were in a smaller recon version of the Chinese army’s combat suits. With his plasma riffle he sent five bolts into one of his targets, almost turning him to dust despite the armor plating of his suit. With his left hand he whipped out his long marine combat knife. As the second Chinese soldier began to turn to face the new threat he plunged the knife into his chest. The monomolecular blade easily cut through the armored suit and slammed right into the soldier’s heart. As blood spurted out the gaping wound in the armor, Johnston savored the moment and the look of shock on the dying man’s face. Shutting down any sympathy he felt, he summoned the image of the approaching tsunami crashing over the beach and the buildings where his wife had been staying. With a grunt he twisted the knife extinguishing the life force of the man whose people had taken the only thing he cared about.


  After wiping his knife, almost ceremonially he returned it to its sheath and then began to refocus on the battle. Three of the remaining defenders outside their objective had surrendered, the rest were dead. As he was giving orders to restrain the prisoners, a voice came on the comms’ channel. “Major, this is Sergeant Anderson.”


  “Go ahead, Sergeant,” Johnston responded.


  “We have the prisoners, sir. Of the thirty that were here when the Chinese attacked, we have recovered twenty-seven. The survivors say the Chinese army commander killed their leader as an example. Two others with technical expertise were taken away before the troop ship that attacked the planet left orbit. They think they were taken off world to be interrogated.”


  “Good work, Sergeant,” Johnston commended. “And what of your causalities?”


  “We have two dead including Lieutenant Albion and another three wounded, sir, none serious.”


  “OK, get your wounded and the survivors to the shuttles and back to Ghost, she should be coming back for us in about thirty minutes. Unless our other teams find anything interesting, there’s no point us sticking around any longer than we have to.”


  #
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  ABOARD Raptor James was eagerly awaiting his first combat as the captain of a warship. As things went, he couldn’t have planned a better first engagement either for himself or to meld his crew into a single fighting unit. The Chinese frigate was almost heading straight for them. She had to leave the system through the same shift passage they had come in through after all. To get close to the frigate he had ordered a slight course correction but that had been two hours ago. Now Raptor was cruising along with all her systems powered down and her engines shut off. Being only two years old, her stealth tech was even better than Drake’s. Thus, even though it was much harder to hide a destroyer James was confident the frigate wouldn’t detect them until it was too late.


  As far as he could tell, the bridge crew were as eager as he was for action, though he knew everyone was frustrated by not knowing what had happened at the mining facility. Ghost had turned back from pursuing the frigate over three hours ago and Raptor’s passive scanners had picked up shuttles returning to the destroyer from the surface. Other than that Raptor was in the dark as to the outcome of their primary objective.


  Nonetheless the crew were focused on the task at hand. James watched as Lieutenant Romanov personally took command of the targeting computers for the main plasma cannons. Engineering had reduced their power for the first shots and Romanov carefully aimed each cannon at the frigate’s own plasma cannon and its two missile tubes that were facing Raptor. Already the RSN had captured a Chinese destroyer thanks to James and Drake, along with a light cruiser that had been damaged in the battle at Excalibur. James hoped to add another ship for the intelligence officers to pick over. When all the cannons had locked onto their targets, Romanov looked up at James. He simply nodded, and Romanov pressed the button to fire. Four heavy plasma cannon bolts struck the frigate and although they were fired with minimal yield, the frigate still visibly shook.


  Immediately Sub Lieutenant Ferguson was on the comms’ channel demanding the frigate’s surrender. “This is HSM Raptor, you have been crippled, surrender now or be destroyed. If you try to turn your other missile tubes to bear on us we will fire. I repeat we will fire. Surrender now. You have thirty seconds.”


  As Ferguson continued to count down the remaining time, James waited patiently. The frigate was heading out of the system at 0.3c. He had maneuvered Raptor to be on a roughly parallel course to what he had expected to be the frigate’s route of escape. Yet, because he had had to stay in stealth, he hadn’t been able to get anywhere near Raptor’s top speed. As a result, the frigate would be out of firing range less than forty seconds after the first shots had been fired. If they didn’t surrender, James would have to blow them up.


  Ten seconds before their time was up, the Chinese frigate cut its engines. A cheer erupted on the bridge that James had to hush down as the Chinese commander contacted James to officially surrender. Raptor powered up her drives and took off toward the frigate while the frigate began to slow its vector out of the system. As soon as the distances had reduced enough, the last of Raptor’s shuttles took, off bringing over a boarding party of marines and navy personnel. The intelligence types would be getting another ship to look at after all.
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    The greatest casualty in war is always the civilian population. This was true in the Solar Expansion Era, the First Interstellar Expansion Era and the interspecies wars that gave birth to the Empire.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  10 MAY, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | WI SYSTEM


  After the successful capture of the Chinese frigate, the morale of the crews of both Raptor and Ghost was high. The Chinese prisoners from the assault on the mining facility had been transferred to the frigate and a prize crew had been put on board to take her back to the Void and then to Earth. With renewed enthusiasm, both ships had begun the voyage back to Damang and then on to the Wi system. James was currently sitting on the bridge of Raptor watching the passive scans of the system. Discovered over fifty years ago, it contained two barely habitable planets. Humans couldn’t walk on the surface of either unaided. Both were just on the edge of the goldilocks range, one closer to the system’s star while the other was further out toward the edge of the system. With a bit of investment, the Chinese had managed to get colonies going on both planets, but their size was limited. No one willingly came to either to Wi Li or Wi Liang as the two planets were called. Both environments were too hostile. Instead the Chinese used the planets as centers of research and mining. Together they boasted a population of half a million. That in itself demonstrated how much money had been invested into whatever the Chinese had going on here. Hopefully, thought James, they were about to ensure the Chinese got a very poor return on their investment.


  The difficulty was in selecting what targets to hit. There were mining facilities scattered around the system’s outer asteroid field and a gas mining station at the system’s only gas giant. Obviously the two planets themselves presented juicy targets but it would be difficult to destroy anything vital to the Chinese war effort without spending a considerable amount of time in orbit carefully picking out their targets.


  On top of that they had two more problems. The first was the system pickets. There were three frigates, two destroyers and a light cruiser patrolling the inner system. On their own, the two British destroyers could take any one of them out but together the Chinese ships would be too powerful to risk a confrontation.


  The second problem was their orders from the Admiralty. They were only to attack targets owned by the Chinese military or directly owned by certain Politburo members. They also had to do everything in their power to prevent civilian causalities. Britain was already winning the public relations war and once news of the Chinese attack on the Swedish colony ship hit Earth, it would likely send a wave of sympathy through the populations of the other nations.


  So, somehow, they had to identify the right targets and make sure they didn’t kill any civilians, all the while avoiding a squadron of Chinese picket ships. James was glad he wasn’t the senior commander of this mission.  Lightfoot would have to make the final decision on how they proceeded.


  Thankfully, RSNI had managed to give them a rough break down of who owned what in the system, so they weren’t going in completely blind. As he was reviewing the list of targets again, James’ thoughts were interrupted by a comm’s message from Ghost. Captain Lightfoot was grinning as his face appeared on James’ personal holo display. “Not as easy as we thought it was going to be is it?” he asked.


  “No, sir,” James replied, “After months in the Void and years out surveying the dark matter beyond Cambridge I’d forgotten how busy even a recently colonized system could be.”


  “I can well imagine. The shipping’s not our priority though. If we can hit any freighters we can identify as legitimate targets all the better but it’s the system’s infrastructure we’re after. Here’s what I’m thinking at the moment. The system picket is the key. If we can destroy them or get the heavier ships to move away from the planets, we can make a quick run past them and take out any targets we can identify.


  “I propose we go for the second option and try and force the Chinese ships to move away from the planets. We can revert back to trying to take them out if there is no other option. Ideally, I want to spend the next few months out here raiding Chinese space so the longer we can avoid a real fight the better. To that end I’m going to take Ghost into the system under stealth. I want you to prepare to make a micro jump along the edge of the system - as far as the dark matter will allow. Once you get as far as you can I want you to make a high-speed run at these asteroid mining facilities.”


  On James’ personal holo display a set of coordinates about forty degrees around the system’s outer edge from Raptor’s current location began to flash.


  Lightfoot continued, “Those asteroids seem to be the biggest mining operation the Chinese have going on, apart from those on the two habitable planets. At the moment there is one frigate close to the asteroids protecting them and the freighter traffic loading ore there. Once they detect you coming I doubt they’ll stick around to put up a fight. Hopefully, the system commander will then feel he has to detach some of the inner system pickets to come to the frigate’s aid. I want you to try and take out as much of the asteroid mining facilities as you can as well as any freighters that come under your guns. But your main objective is to force some ships out of the inner system to come and face you. So just make as much of a nuisance of yourself as you can.


  “I’ll take Ghost as far into the system as I can without being detected. If any holes in their defenses open as they move to confront you, I’ll be ready to take advantage. I don’t plan on taking any risks though. If things get hairy, I’m going to pull out and I want you to do the same. We have time on our side. Even if they send to New Shanghai for reinforcements, it’ll take days for them to arrive. If this plan fails, we can regroup and try again. I’m sending you three new sets of coordinates. They will be our rendezvous points in case we lose contact.”


  “Aye, sir,” James responded, already eager to get going now that Lightfoot had a plan. “I guess this time it’s my turn to say happy hunting.”


  “Indeed, I’ll see you on the other side of the system. If this goes well, we’ll make our way to New Shanghai and see what trouble we can cause there,” Lightfoot replied as he nodded and switched off the comms’ channel.


  When Lightfoot disappeared, James relayed the coordinates from his personal holo display to Sub Lieutenant Jackson who was the navigation officer on duty. “Plot us a series of micro jumps around the mass shadow to get us as close as possible to these coordinates. Then calculate a least time intercept course for the asteroid mining facilities. Aim for the largest one. I want an overall ETA until we enter firing range of the asteroids if we make our first jump in two hours. Send it to my personal computer in my office.”


  James didn’t wait to hear the acknowledgement from the navigation officer, but instead rose and walked out of the bridge. As he had been speaking, he had also keyed in a command for Lieutenants Romanov and Gupta to meet him in his office, so he made his way there. After getting seated and manipulating the main holo display to show the latest sensor scans of the system, he waited for his lieutenants to arrive.


  Romanov was the first to enter the office, closely followed by Gupta. As they sat James began, “Lightfoot has decided our next course of action. He’s going to try and sneak into the system while we stir up a hornet’s nest further out and draw the Chinese forces to us.”


  As he was speaking, his computer beeped to let him know the navigation officer had sent him the navigational data. Putting it up on the holo display James continued. “We’re going to wait two hours to let Ghost make her way in system then we’ll jump to here,” he said as he pointed to the last jump destination in Jackson’s planned route. “Then we’ll make for the asteroid belt at full speed. Every gravimetric sensor in the system will spot us so we’ll get everyone’s attention.”


  James manipulated the holo display where the computer estimated the system pickets would be when Raptor came out of stealth. “Based on our observations of the picket ship’s patrol patterns this is how the enemy’s disposition should look. If the system commander reacts quickly, he can send this destroyer currently orbiting Yi Liang. It will not make it to the asteroids in time to stop us destroying most of them, but it will prevent us from chasing down the freighters in the area unless we want to stick around for a fight. Dispatching the destroyer certainly seems like the best option for the Chinese commander. With luck Ghost will be able to take advantage of Wi Liang being uncovered and make an attack on the planet before Captain Lightfoot can be driven off. Do either of you have any suggestions for the plan?” James asked as he looked from Romanov to Gupta.


  Neither was quick to speak as they took everything in. Whether Romanov waited for his senior to speak or Gupta was just the quickest to come up with something, she broke the silence first. “What about if we were to make a run for the frigate instead? If we could close them down and destroy them, then we would buy ourselves more time to be able to pick off the freighters and swing round and destroy the mining facilities on the asteroids. It might even force the system commander to send in more ships to try and drive us off, giving Ghost more of a chance to hit a vulnerable target.”


  It was Romanov who said what James was thinking. “I’m not sure that will work. If we jumped out of shift space and went to full acceleration toward the frigate they would see us coming a mile off. We could eventually overhaul and destroy them, but the chase would bring us dangerously close to the inner system pickets. If we tried to slow down to come back for the asteroids we could get caught by the inner system pickets as they accelerated out to meet us. Destroying the frigate would be ideal but I can’t see how we do it without running the risk of biting off more than we can chew.”


  Gupta was nodding in agreement as Romanov finished his last sentence. She had obviously already moved on from her initial suggestion and had another. “What about if we only make it look like we’re going for the frigate? That might still have the same effect, forcing the system commander to send more than the destroyer out after us but still enable us to keep out of danger and hit the mining facilities on the asteroids.”


  Intrigued James leaned forward in his seat, “Explain,” he ordered.


  #


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  FOUR HOURS LATER Raptor was cruising toward the asteroid mining facilities under stealth at ten percent of her maximum acceleration. She had slowly been building her speed up to 0.2c. As she reached the pre-planned speed, her main fission reactors were powered up to ninety percent and then her engines boosted up to ninety-five percent of maximum thrust. With her reactors and engine working so hard, Raptor had given up all attempts of being stealthy.


  As she began to accelerate much more quickly, it only took a slight course correction to point her right at the Chinese frigate patrolling in the region of the asteroid mining facilities. James sat back in his command chair watching the main holo display. This part of their plan would take another forty-five minutes and then things would get really interesting. At present all he could do was watch the feed from gravimetric sensors being displayed on the main holo display. The frigate was the first to react. Picking up Raptor from her acceleration on their own gravimetric sensors, the frigate immediately began to move away from the mining asteroids. Her starting speed had been rather slow as she had been keeping station with one of the asteroids and so Raptor’s closing speed gave her an advantage. Still, the navigation officer estimated that Raptor would not reach the asteroids for another two hours; the frigate had plenty of time to run.


  Nothing else happened for almost five minutes but then the next ships to react proved to be the light cruiser and destroyer in orbit around Wi Li. Together they began to boost out of orbit and accelerate toward Raptor. Strange, James thought as he considered the situation, he could understand the Chinese commander, likely on board the light cruiser, wanting to meet the threat in person. But why leave the planet completely unprotected? Soon the answer became clear. The remaining two frigates in the system turned and began to make for Wi Li. It must have been a prearranged plan for there had been no time for a light speed communication to be sent to the frigates. James was both pleased and slightly concerned about the developments. The movement of the two frigates opened up the door for Ghost to attack the system’s only gas mining facility around the gas giant, or Lightfoot could move in toward Wi Li. His destroyer should be able to easily cripple or destroy the two frigates. The planet would then be at his mercy, at least until the other ships returned. But with a frigate already in the vicinity of James’ target and a light cruiser and destroyer on the way, his side of the mission had just got a little tougher.  He was going to be hard pressed to pull off a successful attack and make it away in one piece. Still, for the moment, Gupta’s plan gave them the most options, so he remained quiet and watched the plot of the system.


  Raptor reached her maximum speed of 0.35c after forty-five minutes of acceleration. Gupta’s plan called for her to continue on their current course for one more hour until she got to the edge of the inner system. When the allotted time was up, James nodded to Gupta. She immediately began to give orders. “Navigation, bring the engines down to six percent acceleration then prepare to rig the gaseous shields. Then bring us onto a new vector toward the largest asteroid.” Moments later she had opened a comm’s channel to the engine room and was talking to Raptor’s chief engineer, Hugo O’Neil. “Alright, Chief, you can power the reactors down, just leave us enough juice to run the engines up to six percent and maintain our gaseous shields. Be ready to bring the power levels back up in a hurry though in case we get into an unexpected fire fight.”


  James had been impressed with Gupta’s plan, especially the final point of using the gaseous shields. The shields were simply a mixture of ionized gases pumped out of the ship and held in place by electromagnetic fields. Originally they were used to help shield a ship’s crew from harmful cosmic particles when the ship was traveling at high speeds. They had been made obsolete with the discovery of valstronium, for it provided a far better protection and gave ships much greater top speeds. The RSN hadn’t done away with the shields though. Officially they had been kept so a ship that had its valstronium armor damaged could still travel through space. Unofficially, they could also be used to increase a ship’s top speed. Combining the gaseous shields and her valstronium armor meant Raptor could reach speeds of 0.38c. With the engines powered down to six percent, it would take another fifteen minutes to reach her new maximum speed. Crucially though, the Chinese ships would be expecting Raptor to be approaching at .35c. The difference wasn’t much but it would let them have a small element of surprise. Also, with her engines producing so little acceleration and her stealth systems engaged, now that her reactors were also powered down the Chinese wouldn’t be aware of Raptor’s change in vector. They would no doubt guess she had entered stealth to make a course change, but they wouldn’t know where to.


  Gupta’s plan called for Raptor to remain in stealth until they reached the mining facilities. The idea had been to force the Chinese ships to make a decision between two options, either of which would be advantageous to Raptor and Ghost. Either the Chinese commander would order the frigate back to the asteroid field, leaving it vulnerable to Raptor or it would flee back to meet up with the coming reinforcements, leaving Raptor’s target undefended. At the same time, the very fact that Raptor was now undetectable meant the approaching light cruiser and destroyer had to take precautions themselves. If Raptor managed to get close to them in stealth, they would suddenly find themselves being hunted rather than doing the hunting.


  Ten minutes passed before anything happened but when it did James cursed. Of all the possibilities, he hadn’t expected the Chinese commander to get so spooked. Yet that was the only explanation. The light cruiser had begun to decelerate hard. Meanwhile, having a higher top speed, the destroyer had begun accelerating again, intending to meet up with the frigate and then rendezvous with the asteroid field. Suddenly James was faced with the worst of both worlds. The plot updated to show the new intercept times. Raptor would reach the asteroid mining facilities ten minutes before the destroyer and frigate. They would be able to destroy the asteroid mining facilities but at a price. They would be well within the missile range of the Chinese warships and would have to fight their way out of a missile duel. Meanwhile, the light cruiser would get back to Wi Li in time to stop Ghost causing too much damage.


  Suddenly another thought occurred to him. “Navigation project the likely position of Ghost given the last data we had on her flight plan.”


  The main holo display updated, showing an estimated plot of Ghost. It was expected she was still another two hours out from the gas mining facility around the system’s only gas giant. That had been their original target. A second dot appeared as the navigation officer called out. “This would be her expected position, if she had altered course toward Wi Li when the light cruiser and destroyer had boosted out of orbit toward us.”


  James studied the plot for a number of seconds. It looks possible he thought to himself. “Assume Lightfoot altered course again to try and intercept the light cruiser as it returns to Wi Li, where would he reach her?”


  This time a red dotted line appeared in front of the second estimated dot of Ghost’s position curving round to intercept the plot of the decelerating light cruiser. The cruiser had been heading for the asteroid field for almost two hours, so it would take it that long to return to Wi Li.  Ghost would intercept her an hour before she got there, long before the two frigates that had returned to Wi Li would be able to come to her aid. The question was, would Lightfoot risk it? If they could destroy the light cruiser, the threat of the Chinese defenders would be severely reduced. Alone, one of the Chinese destroyers couldn’t take on Ghost and Raptor. The remaining forces in the system would have to regroup and come at the two destroyers together. That would take time. Time the two British warships could use to cause a lot of destruction. But Ghost couldn’t hope to destroy the light cruiser alone, not without taking considerable damage. The new Crusader class destroyer’s stealth tech was good, even better than that built into survey and scout ships like Drake. However, Raptor was built to be a warship and even its more advanced stealth tech couldn’t hide all of its power-hungry systems perfectly. The light cruiser would detect Ghost before she could sneak into plasma cannon range. It would be a missile duel to the end. If Ghost was severely damaged, she would have to return to British space for repairs and the mission would be over before it had hardly started.


  Then it occurred to him. If he was thinking Lightfoot might be tempted by the opportunity to hit the light cruiser, maybe Lightfoot was thinking the same about him. “Navigation, plot us a new course. If we turn to pursue the light cruiser can we catch it in time to aid Ghost?”


  “It’s possible, sir,” the navigation officer replied. “It would be a close shave getting by the destroyer and frigate heading our way without being detected. Once we did, we’d have to ramp up our engines in order to arrest our current momentum enough to make the turn toward Wi Li. We could catch them, but the light cruiser would know we’re coming.”


  “Thank you, Sub Lieutenant,” James said instinctively, his mind already working out all the possibilities. If the Chinese cruiser knew they were coming what would he do? He could turn to face Raptor while the destroyer and frigate behind likewise turned and trapped his ship between two forces. But it would take time for the destroyer and frigate to decelerate. The light cruiser would be alone and would take a lot of damage. The other option was that the Chinese commander could continue on to Wi Li and meet up with the two frigates there and then turn to face Raptor. It was a risk though. Letting Raptor so close to the planet would give James the opportunity to bombard whatever he wanted. Whoever was commanding the Chinese forces didn’t know the British warship’s strict orders concerning civilian causalities.


  James considered his options carefully. Going for the light cruiser was a gamble, but maybe one worth taking. If the Chinese commander on board the light cruiser did fancy taking on Raptor alone then James would have to hold out for at least forty minutes before Ghost caught up with them. On the other hand, if he didn’t try it Ghost might end up taking on the light cruiser on her own.


  Banking on the fact Lightfoot and he thought alike, James made his decision. “Navigation engage your new course.” Looking over to Gupta, James added for her sake, “it looks like we might have bigger fish to fry, we’ll have to come back for the asteroid mining facilities later.”
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Lady Luck


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  
    Luck, it may seem strange to find a discussion of luck in a history book but if we are to examine the rise of the Empire then Luck cannot be ignored. We all know the pivotal characters who contributed to the founding of the Empire yet, any cursory examination of their lives shows us just how fragile their contribution was. The wrong decision here, an unlucky system malfunction there and things could have been very different.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  10 MAY, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR |  WI SYSTEM


  It was time to see just how good Raptor’s stealth tech really was, James thought. For an hour they had been slowly turning to head deeper into the inner system, toward the rendezvous point with the Chinese light cruiser that was heading back to Wi Li. They could not give away their position to the other ships in the system just yet, so Raptor had to change her vector by only using ten percent of her maximum thrust. Any more and the Chinese ships’ gravimetric sensors would pick her up. Now the problem was that she was getting close enough to the Chinese destroyer and frigate still heading to the asteroid mining facilities that they were likely to pick them up through other means. All ships vented electromagnetic radiation into space in the form of heat and other stray emissions from equipment on board. Raptor was designed with systems that allowed her to vent her heat radiation away from a certain direction, so she couldn’t be detected. She also had a coating of radar absorbing material that would protect her from active scans, up to a point. Both systems worked well but they couldn’t make a ship disappear.


  In order to reach the light cruiser they were targeting, Raptor had to pass very close to the Chinese destroyer and frigate. So close that if their vented heat didn’t give them away, the radar waves being sent out by the two ships as they overloaded the radar absorbing material around Raptor’s hull would.


  As James silently watched, the distance between his ship and the two Chinese ships got smaller and smaller. Just before they got to the point where he expected them to pick Raptor up he shouted. “Fire!”


  Second Lieutenant Romanov was waiting for the order and immediately six missiles erupted from Raptor’s starboard missile tubes. Starting so close to their target, the missiles only had a flight time of eight minutes. Initially, there was no reaction from the Chinese ships. Then, after almost thirty seconds, both ships brought up their main search radar and began frantically trying to lock onto the missiles. It took another minute for them to begin to turn to face the new threat but when they had completed the maneuver they both fired their own salvo toward Raptor. Their response had been slow though, too slow. By the time they had fired, Raptor had already passed them, and the distance was rapidly opening up as both sets of ships rushed away from each other at their maximum speeds. While Raptor’s missiles were heading at a right angle toward the Chinese ships, the Chinese missiles left their tubes heading away from Raptor. They had to use their engines to overcome the momentum of their parent ship before they actually began to gain on Raptor.


  As a result, Raptor’s missiles crashed into the two Chinese ships long before their missiles caught up with Raptor. Crucially, they also struck before the Chinese ships could fire another salvo. James had decided it was unlikely they could take out the destroyer with one attack, so he had targeted most of his missiles at the smaller frigate. Four homed in on the frigate while two targeted the destroyer in order to force it to focus on its own protection rather than helping its smaller consort.


  Raptor carried two of the new penetrator ECM missiles that had proved so effective since the outbreak of war, but James had kept them for the showdown with the light cruiser. That meant the destroyer had no problem swatting the two missiles aimed at it out of existence. It took too long though for when her point-defense switched to tackle the four aimed at the frigate they only took out one. The frigate had already managed to destroy two more but that still left one missile to enter terminal attack range. Despite the frigate’s ECM it managed to get a firm lock on its target. The missile hit the frigate’s midsection and penetrated through the thin valstronium armor before exploding. It must have hit one of the frigate’s fission reactions for two explosions spewed from the interior of the frigate and when they cleared there was no sign of the ship.


  As if in anger, the destroyer barked out with another salvo of missiles at Raptor. Then it began to turn again, pointing its nose at Raptor so it could bring its main engines back to full power and begin to decelerate along its original vector, reversing course to follow Raptor as she dove into the system after the light cruiser.


  As James expected, the light cruiser showed no sign of changing course yet. The Chinese commander was wisely waiting to see if the two missile salvos heading toward Raptor would do any damage before he decided whether or not to take Raptor on alone. That meant James could focus fully on the two missile salvos coming his way.


  The first salvo contained five missiles from the Chinese destroyer and two from the frigate, the second only five more from the destroyer. James nodded at Romanov, giving him permission to reveal Raptor’s final surprise. With a flick of a switch at his tactical console, a forward section of Raptor’s hull began to part, and a weapon emplacement began to rise up. Along with the penetrator ECM missiles the British fleet’s biggest surprise for the Chinese had been their flak frigates. Construction on them had begun five years ago but they had been kept away from Earth and the prying eyes of Chinese spies. The older classes of British destroyers all had three twin plasma cannon turrets. The Crusader class had only been fitted with two. Officially, the story was that the destroyers needed the extra energy for their stealth systems. In reality, a flak cannon had replaced the third turret. Kept in a concealed compartment, James was confident that the Chinese intelligence services hadn’t figured out the secret even though they now knew about the flak cannons themselves.


  As soon as the first salvo came into range the turret re-oriented itself and began to throw out a screen of explosive rounds into the path of the approaching missiles. The quadruple electromagnetic cannons each fired ten explosive cartridges a second. Each cartridge in turn exploded at a set range, releasing a thousand small explosive ball bearings. The ball bearings themselves spread out in a uniform sphere before they too exploded, creating a sphere with a diameter of roughly a kilometer, full of shrapnel traveling at high velocities. The valstronium tips of the incoming missiles brushed the shrapnel aside but the weaker titanium alloys used to armor the rest of the missiles couldn’t cope with the combined relativistic forces of the shrapnel fragments and the momentum of the missiles themselves. Any time a piece of shrapnel hit a missile where its armor was weaker it easily ripped through and sent the missile spiraling off harmlessly into space.


  Of the first salvo, four missiles disappeared in the field of shrapnel created by the flak cannon. The point-defense plasma cannons took out another two, leaving one still homing in on Raptor. Her last line of defense was her short-range AM missiles. Ten of them shot out and two managed to get hits, exploding the last missile before it got close enough for even a proximity detonation. After the last missile disappeared, James released a deep breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. The first salvo had been the most dangerous. With two less in the second Raptor should be able to handle it.


  Sure enough the flak cannon again proved its worth as the second salvo failed to hit Raptor. No doubt the destroyer’s captain was furious. He now knew his destroyer was simply outclassed. Alone it couldn’t hope to penetrate Raptor’s defenses, while Raptor’s own broadside of six missiles would likely reduce his ship to atoms given enough time. Looking back to the plot, James could see that the commander of the Chinese light cruiser obviously thought the same for he hadn’t deviated from his original course. The two frigates that had entered orbit around Wi Li an hour ago had now began to boost out of orbit again to meet up with the light cruiser. Once they had joined forces James had no doubt they would turn and try to take him out. Combined they could throw out salvos of twelve missiles.


  #
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  TWO HOURS LATER AND James was beginning to sweat. In moments Raptor would enter extreme missile range of the light cruiser. She would be able to get off one salvo before the cruiser could fire back. After that, it was likely the light cruiser would begin to pummel Raptor badly. A Chinese light cruiser had almost thirty centimeters more valstronium armor that Raptor. It wouldn’t give a great deal of protection from the large British anti-ship missiles fired by battlecruisers and heavy cruisers but against Raptor’s smaller missiles it might even be able to brush off a direct hit or two.


  James had expected Ghost to make an appearance by now and have already begun to engage the cruiser. That she had not had James worried. Maybe he had misjudged how Lightfoot would react? The dice had already been cast though and James could do nothing but push his fears to the back of his mind. If he tried to maneuver Raptor out of the approaching engagement with the cruiser, it would only give the destroyer he had already engaged time to join the cruiser. Together they would make quick work of Raptor. If Ghost was somewhere else his only hope was to fight his way past the cruiser and make for the system’s mass shadow.


  When they got into range Raptor fired off her first salvo of six missiles. This time he had included one of the penetrator missiles. It would take twenty minutes for the missiles to cover the distance so, before the cruiser had even begun to fire off its point-defense weapons, Raptor had fired one more salvo while the cruiser had fired off one of its own.


  When the penetrator missile sensed the cruiser’s point-defense weapons powering up it went active. Immediately, the Chinese sensors shifted from detecting six missiles to seeing eleven. The sensors tried to burn through the fake missiles but the ECM on each real missile added to the confusion. In the end the point-defense cannons and AM missiles took out five real missiles, including the penetrator, and four of the fake missiles. The remaining fake missiles disappeared with the penetrator but not before the final missile scored a proximity hit.


  When the visual images reached Raptor for several seconds James watched the detonation. It looked like the explosion had been close enough to cause some damage to one of the cruiser’s missile tubes. His suspicion was confirmed when the next salvo poured out of the cruiser only contained seven missiles.


  When James’s second salvo was ten minutes out from the light cruiser the gravimetric sensors began to beep wildly. The sensors officer called out excitedly. “New contacts, new contacts, I’m picking up six new missiles, they’re heading toward the cruiser from sector four zero five point two four. It must be Ghost!”


  James had already come to the same conclusion; no one else would be shooting at the Chinese warship. Lightfoot must have stayed in stealth, waiting for the opportune time to fire. Lady Luck was with them, now the cruiser had twelve missiles heading for it from two converging directions. It would have to spit its point-defense. No doubt Lightfoot has used one of his penetrator missiles in that salvo too! A smile finally broke through the look of concern that had been growing on his face over the last half an hour. James had used his second penetrator in his second salvo, so the Chinese point-defense network was going struggle to cope. But, before he could watch the results of the missile salvos homing on the Chinese ship, he had one heading for his own ship to concentrate on.


  Again, the flak gun opened up at maximum range and began to whittle down the incoming missiles. Eight became six and then five. The flak cannon then went silent as the more accurate closer range point-defense systems came online. Plasma cannon fire took out two more missiles and AM missiles another one. At the last second, Romanov dialed up Raptor’s ECM to full and dove the ship into a tight evasive maneuver. One of the two remaining missiles was fooled but the second closed in and detonated off the ship’s starboard bow. The shockwave threw the bridge crew about at their consoles.


  Looking around James could see that no one was seriously hurt, just a little shaken up. “Damage Report,” he demanded.


  “The valstronium armor held,” Romanov reported. We lost twenty percent of our point-defense plasma cannons in that firing arc though. I’m also getting reports of minor damage and injuries in forward sections one through seven. All starboard missile tubes still report full functionality. Our next salvo will be ready to fire in two minutes.”


  “Very well, fire when ready,” James responded, “see if you can re-train any of our other plasma cannons to cover that area before the next salvo gets here.”  Opening up a comm’s channel to Gupta on the auxiliary bridge James ordered, “Take over the damage control from Romanov, let him focus on getting ready to handle the next salvo.”


  With Gupta on top of the damage control, James shifted his focus back to the Chinese cruiser. He could only watch the gravimetric sensors to see what was happening in real time. The twelve missiles began to quickly disappear off the plot as they were destroyed. Whoever was controlling the light cruiser’s defenses was good. Yet not good enough, for three missiles detonated close to the ship. As the visuals came through James saw that significant damage had been done to its stern. Still, the cruiser wasn’t giving up for as James watched it fired another salvo, this time at Ghost. The cruiser must have managed to fix the damage to its eighth missile tube for it had fired a full broadside.


  Moments later a message came through from Ghost. “Raptor, this is Lightfoot, clear the engagement zone. I repeat, clear the engagement zone. Our last salvo has significantly damaged their main engines. That cruiser isn’t going anywhere fast, we’ll have plenty of time to accomplish what we came here for before they can effect repairs. It looks like they still have all their offensive weapons working so we’re not going to risk trying to destroy them. Please acknowledge. Ghost out.”


  James thought Lightfoot had tried to add an extra level of sternness into his command. Not that he really needed to with his strong voice and intimidating build. Lightfoot must have been worried that James wouldn’t let an opportunity to destroy a Chinese ship pass. Certainly, there would be some British commanders who would pretend they hadn’t heard the last message and move in for the kill. While James was tempted - it would look good on his record to have a cruiser down as a confirmed kill, there was a mission to complete.


  Speaking to the communication officer he ordered, “acknowledge Ghost’s orders.” He followed this up by ordering the navigation officer to pull Raptor back to the coordinates Lightfoot had sent over with his orders.


  As Raptor began to change direction, the second salvo of Chinese missiles altered course to follow. The flak cannon again began to fill space with shrapnel.


  Ten seconds before it was programmed to cease firing to allow the other point-defense weapons to open, the energy supply to one of the electromagnetic rings in the fourth barrel over loaded. The resultant surge in the magnetic force along one side of the barrel pulled the next three flak rounds off center before the safeties shut the flak cannon down. Two of the rounds exited the barrel, heading off in the wrong direction, but the third collided with the end of the barrel and exploded. As a thousand explosive ball bearings erupted from the explosion and detonated themselves the flak cannon was shredded along with a number of point-defense plasma cannons.


  Unaware of the confusion engulfing the bridge of Raptor, the remaining five Chinese missiles continued toward the ship. What was left of the point-defense plasma cannons opened fire, taking out one missile. Another two fell as Raptor fired off as many anti-missile missiles as she could. Two still survived and they both homed in on the nose of the ship. As one they exploded only eight hundred meters from the ship when their seeker heads realized they wouldn’t get a direct hit. The explosive force of the thermonuclear detentions quickly dissipated in the void of space but not before a significant amount of the force crashed into Raptor.


  This time the bridge crew were thrown about much more forcibly, and two officers lost consciousness as their harnesses failed to stop the excessive g-forces from impacting them. Disoriented from the shockwave and the flickering of the damaged lights on the bridge, James shook himself to try and refocus. Romanov was hunched over at his console. His head lolled about from side to side and a thick stream of blood was making its way from his hairline down the back of his neck. After getting full command of his senses James keyed his command console. “Medical assistance to the bridge immediately,” he ordered on the medical comm’s channel. Then he switched command of the tactical console to his command chair. The first damage reports coming in showed almost all of the valstronium armor had been blasted off Raptor’s starboard nose section. The life like metal was already flowing from other parts of the ship to even out the armor’s thickness. It would strengthen the nose sections but would leave the rest of the ship generally weaker. Starboard missile tube six was reporting as inoperable but the remaining five were ready to fire. Checking that Raptor’s gravimetric sensors were still working, James updated the missiles with the latest data on the cruiser’s position and then pressed the command to fire.


  He watched his own missiles streak off for a few seconds and then opened a channel to Gupta. “How bad is it, Lieutenant?”


  The auxiliary bridge was further forward than the bridge and Gupta looked well shaken up. Sweat was pouring down her face and her hair had shaken itself loose from her ponytail and was splayed everywhere. The look in her eyes was all James needed to see to be reassured that she was still in full control. “We’ve lost nearly sixty percent of our forward starboard point defensive network. Starboard missile six is damaged but I think it can be repaired. We’ve also lost our flak cannon. A review of the last few seconds of the attack indicates that the flak cannon malfunctioned and damaged itself along with some of our point-defense cannons. So far I have reports of two fatalities and five serious injuries. They are all being taken to sickbay now. Everyone else is working flat out on the repairs.”


  “Good work, Lieutenant,” James said, “let me know if there are any more fatalities or injuries.” Before commanding Drake, James had not been on board a ship that had had a fatality. He had felt the deaths of his crew on Drake deeply and he knew it would be the same today. Maybe even some of the fatalities would be crew members who had followed him from Drake. Yet right now he had to get everyone else to safety and so he forced his feelings out of his mind and looked back to the holo display.


  Ghost was making her way out of the cruiser’s missile range at full speed. She had obviously weathered the cruiser’s first missile salvo but the second one was about to enter engagement range for the point-defense weapons. Her own flak cannon dealt with four of the incoming eight missiles. Only one survived the closer range weapons. For a moment James thought it had scored a direct hit as the explosion played havoc with Raptor’s sensor feed. A few seconds later Ghost reappeared on the same vector, still accelerating at her top speed, indicating that any damage had been minimal.


  From the cruiser another eight missiles shot out of their tubes toward Ghost. Someone had made a mistake though, probably out of rage. With Ghost and the crippled cruiser now pulling away from each other, the missiles didn’t have the range to catch Ghost. In vain they accelerated after the British warship but eventually their small fusion reactors ran out fuel and they faded off the gravimetric plot as their engines died.


  The final missiles from Ghost and Raptor on the other hand, crashed into the cruiser’s point-defenses five minutes apart. Only one managed to get a proximity hit and James hoped it had caused some internal damage to add to the time it would take for the cruiser to repair itself. From the visuals it was clear the light cruiser would still be able to put up a fight, if it could get into range of the British destroyers once its engines were back online, though James knew Lightfoot had no intention of sticking around to see how long that might take.
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    By the later stages of the First Interstellar Expansion Era the British Space Navy had become obsessed with stealth technology. This would go on to prove very useful for the whole human race.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  12 MAY, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | WI SYSTEM


  A full two days after the battle with the light cruiser that had left the door to Wi Li open, James, Gupta and Romanov stood on the bridge of Raptor. They were watching the now fully regrouped ships of the system picket, including the somewhat repaired light cruiser, charging straight for Ghost and Raptor.


  “They’re certainly putting on a good show,” Romanov said to the bridge at large.


  “Indeed,” James agreed, “too little too late I’m afraid.” No doubt the Chinese commander was trying to cover his back. At least it would look like he tried to engage the British destroyers once he had repaired his ship. It was just a pity his targets were about to jump out of the system, their mission complete.


  After Raptor and Ghost met at the coordinates Lightfoot had sent to James, they had waited for over an hour before setting off together toward Wi Li. The wait had allowed the damaged cruiser and the two frigates that had eventually joined it to overshoot Wi Li. With the cruiser’s engines damaged, it hadn’t been able to slow down and enter orbit. Instead, it had been forced to continue further into the inner system and actually ended up well past the system’s star and on its way out toward the far side of the system before its engines were repaired enough to arrest its momentum.


  The damage to the light cruiser left only two destroyers to oppose the British ships, the one that had been guarding Wi Liang and the one Raptor had exchanged fire with. They had both retreated to Wi Liang and had sat in orbit, obviously concluding that a missile duel with two destroyers equipped with flak cannons would be futile. Thankfully, they hadn’t realized that Raptor’s had been damaged.


  With Wi Li at their mercy, the two British ships had moved into orbit. The planet, being recently colonized, didn’t yet have any orbital defenses. RSNI had identified two planetary weapons facilities, which Ghost had bombarded with ground assault missiles. They were simply anti-ship missiles with their nuclear devices replaced with a shaft of valstronium. Accelerated to very high relativistic speeds, when the missiles hit the surface of a planet the impact released megatons of explosive force without the radiation from a nuclear detonation. There had been a moment of alarm aboard Raptor when a third planetary defense installation had been identified. The first sign of it had been when it began to spew missiles that accelerated out of the planet’s atmosphere and toward the ship. Thankfully, the installation had only been partially completed and so only had six missiles ready to launch.


  Throughout the human sphere, orbital defense platforms were the preferred defensive fortification as missiles fired from a planet’s surface spent a lot of their fuel boosting out of the planet’s gravity. The only drawback was that a system needed a well-established orbital industry to begin constructing something as large as a battlestation. Thankfully for Raptor, Romanov was quick on his toes.  His fast thinking led him to take Raptor down deeper into the gravity well as the missiles accelerated up to reach them. This meant when the missiles got in range of the point-defenses they were still travelling at very low speeds as they tried to overcome the planet’s gravity. The point-defense network was designed to be able to intercept missiles coming at Raptor at speeds of up to 0.6c. The much slower missiles that were just breaking orbit didn’t prove much of a challenge even with the damage Raptor had already taken to her defenses.


  Once safely in orbit, both ships had then begun picking off targets the RSNI had identified as either facilities used in the Chinese military industrial complex or belonging to Politburo members. Everything in orbit had been destroyed but the ground targets had been selected more carefully. With a limited supply of ground assault missiles, they had been reserved for heavily protected facilities. In each case, the British ships had given the occupants at least an hour’s warning before the facilities had been destroyed. For the rest of their targets, including ones that were in heavily populated areas, the marines had been sent in to plant demolition explosives. At a number of targets, firefights had broken out between the marines and the Chinese army contingents based on the planet. Yet there wasn’t a centralized garrison to coordinate the defense. Whoever had sent the army units to the planet as guards had simply assigned platoons or companies wherever they were needed and left them in charge of their own area. Thus, there had been no way to mount a coordinated defense. That left the Chinese army units sitting ducks for the marines. Wherever the defenses had been too strong the marines’ shuttles had simply pulled back and poured heavy plasma cannon fire into the buildings, destroying them with their defenders inside.


  After the first several hours a woman, claiming to be a RSNI agent, had contacted Ghost. She had been working on the planet for the last two years. Major Johnston had taken a squad of marines and picked her up. She had passed all the checks Lightfoot had been given before embarking on the raiding mission. She gave her name as Julia Bell and had provided the two destroyers with a number of secondary targets she had identified over the last two years. Two of which she insisted the marines assault in order to see what intel they could gather. To everyone’s surprise Julia had also insisted she accompany the marines and from Major Johnston’s report, she had clearly undertaken some special ops training in the past. After personally dispatching at least five Chinese soldiers, she had instructed the marines to extract a number of Chinese computers and other hardware. The two shuttles, carrying her and Major Johnston’s men, had been so full after their two raids that they had struggled to get back up to orbit. At the time James had wondered just how many RSNI desk jockeys it would take to go through all the data Julia was bringing them.


  Along with the damage to the planet’s infrastructure, the destroyers had also captured and destroyed six freighters carrying war material. In each case they had ordered the crew to abandon the freighters before they blew them up. The first Chinese captain had refused and tried to escape out of orbit from Wi Li and head to the protection offered by the two destroyers at Wi Liang. Lightfoot had simply fired a missile with its acceleration reduced to minimum at the fleeing freighter. Without ECM or point-defenses the freighter couldn’t escape, and Raptor’s sensors had shown most of the freighter’s crew had abandoned ship just before the missile had caught up with them. James had hoped that if anyone had been left on board, the foolish captain had been one of them.


  When the ships had exhausted the list of targets supplied to them by RSNI and Julia they had broken orbit. Behind them they had left a traumatized planet. Every major population center had numerous smoldering ruins where buildings had been. Just outside the three main cities there were huge gouges in the countryside where bombardment missiles had been used to take out the three planetary defense installations. Despite appearances, James had been confident that the people themselves would still recover. They hadn’t destroyed anything vital to their economy nor to their food production or distribution. Despite the Marines best efforts, it had been estimated that around two hundred civilians had been killed. Both Lightfoot and James regretted every single one of them but short of risking the lives of the marines by sending them to visually check every square inch of each target, preventing them had been impossible.


  On their way toward the mass shadow and the shift passage to New Shanghai, Ghost and Raptor had swung by the gas mining station. After calling for the workers to evacuate, they had poured plasma cannon bolts into the station until it had broken up and began to fall into the gravity well of the gas giant it orbited. Only then had the regrouped Chinese warships begun to charge after them, seeking revenge for the destruction done to Wi Li.


  The plot on Raptor’s bridge showed the Chinese ships would catch up to her in two more hours. Yet in only another ten minutes she would reach the edge of mass shadow of the system and would be able to jump to shift space. The next target on Lightfoot’s mission brief was New Shanghai.


  To pass the time as they waited to jump, James asked the bridge at large, “so how many billions of credits of damage does anyone think we have caused over the last forty-eight hours?”


  Romanov began to scratch his chin as he thought about an answer. Sub Lieutenant Becket was the first to speak. “It must be in the tens of billions, Captain, I’d guess maybe eighty billion?”


  Sub Lieutenant Graham, another transfer from Drake answered next, “It has to be way more than that. The gas mining station alone probably cost more than ten billion to construct. I’m going to go for two hundred billion.”


  “I would guess even higher,” Romanov answered, “350 billion.”


  Secretly James thought all three of their answers were a little naive. Even though his father had lost most of the family’s wealth, James still knew what it cost to operate and run even a moderate industrial enterprise. He suspected the damage done would run into the trillions. Before saying so he waited to see if anyone else would speak up. He didn’t think anyone else would, but he wanted to give them an opportunity. None of the rest of the bridge crew knew him like Becket and Graham did. Hopefully though, seeing the ease at which they spoke up would help to break down the barriers that always went up between a crew and a new commanding officer.


  As he was about to speak, Gupta beat him to it. “Well, if I had to guess I think I would have to put it somewhere round one trillion 450 billion,” she said with a mischievous grin.


  “Really?” James asked sarcastically, “and why exactly would you feel confident in being so precise may I ask?”


  “It’s quite simple actually,” she answered again, smiling as she passed James a data pad. “In the last few hours Julia has been completing a preliminary report on the raid. That is her figure on the damage we have caused, including the loss in taxes the Chinese government will suffer from the reduced industrial output of the system.”


  Romanov whistled in surprise at the figure and the look on all the sub lieutenants’ faces was priceless. None of them came from wealthy backgrounds and so James was sure they couldn’t even imagine how much a trillion credits was really worth.


  “It looks like we’ll all have some interesting reading to do on our journey to New Shanghai,” James said, as he waved the datapad in the air. Almost everyone nodded. A silence then fell on the bridge as minds were turned toward thinking about the damage they had just caused. Everyone was wondering what impact it would have on the Chinese government and the Politburo members who had just seen some of their wealth evaporate. James knew it was not much more than a drop in the ocean for some of the leading Chinese government officials, but he also knew Ghost and Raptor weren’t the only ships raiding Chinese space.


  The silence that had descended on the bridge was broken by the comms’ officer, “Ghost has signaled that she is ready to jump.”


  James looked at the status board on his command chair. “Confirm we are ready too. Jump on their command.”


  With a brief flash both destroyers vanished from the Wi system, leaving an angry Chinese commander behind. Three hours later another series of small flashes in the same area indicated a group of ships had just arrived, a squadron of reinforcements from New Shanghai. It took them a few hours to confirm what had happened at Wi but once they had, they turned around and jumped back toward New Shanghai in pursuit of the raiders.
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  AFTER THE STRESS OF the assault on Wi Li James had felt drained and exhausted. The shift passage between Wi and New Shanghai was especially tight and twisty and so it had taken just over three days to reach their next target. During that time, James had made every effort to rest and prepare himself for what was coming next. New Shanghai had been colonized sixty-five years before the Wi system had even been discovered. It only had one habitable planet, but the planet had an atmosphere that was breathable and, thus, as soon as it was discovered the Chinese government had begun to ship colonists out to it. Now it boasted a population of over a billion.  On the two main continents, the original flora and fauna was all but a distant memory as animals and plants from Earth had been imported and seeded into the environment. In orbit there was a growing shipyard, numerous smaller facilities utilized by the mining and trade industries and three large battlestations bristling with offensive weapons.


  Lightfoot’s plan was very simple. He had decided to take a leaf out of Gupta’s playbook. After lying in stealth for a number of hours to observe the ships in the system Ghost and Raptor would boost into the system under full acceleration. Intentionally alerting the Chinese to their presence, the ships would then switch into stealth mode when they reached their top speed. Being still so far out from the inner system and in stealth would mean they could pick any target and slowly make their way toward it. New Shanghai was what the RSN academy instructors called a target rich environment. The Chinese system commander would know they were coming but he wouldn’t know where they were going. Lightfoot and James would thus be able to see how he reacted and choose their targets accordingly.


  As Raptor exited shift space, James watched as his bridge crew frantically analyzed all the sensor data coming through. A ship exiting shift space produced small gravimetric disturbance detectable up to one light hour away. Following RSN stealth doctrine, Ghost and Raptor had jumped out 1.5 light hours from the edge of the system’s mass shadow so as to prevent any ships patrolling the system’s mass shadow from detecting them.


  Romanov was again manning Tactical. He was the first to shout a warning, “A ship has just gone to full acceleration. Its half a light hour off our port bow, heading directly for us.”


  Before James could register the implications of the ship’s presence the sensors officer called another warning, “Another ship has just gone to full acceleration right toward our position. This one is 0.2 light hours to starboard.”


  As James was trying to decide what to do Lightfoot appeared on a comm’s channel. “It’s a signaling system. A warning must have got out of Wi, they were expecting us. They must have ships strewn out along the end of the shift passage waiting to detect us. The last thing they will expect us to do is take on one of those ships. Follow the vector my navigational officer will send you.” Without waiting for a reply, Lightfoot had already gone.


  When the channel closed James cursed, he should have seen it sooner. The British were doing the very same thing in the Void. Their approach was a little bit more sophisticated with different course changes and acceleration burns signaling different things. Yet the Chinese system, crude as it was, would be just as effective. With two ships accelerating toward the same point, the Chinese system commander would be able to know exactly where Ghost and Raptor had come out of shift space.


  “Navigation, follow the course Ghost is sending over to us,” James ordered. “Sensors, have you been able to identify either of the two ships coming toward us yet?”


  “Yes, sir,” the officer replied. “The first one is a frigate, the second one a destroyer. I can’t determine the class of either though.”


  “That’s OK,” James said. “That’s all we need to know for now. Romanov ready a full spread of missiles. Contact the tactical officer aboard Ghost to work out the best defensive formation given the damage both ships have taken. We’re going to be taking on that destroyer.”


  Even as he spoke, James felt Raptor come alive as she turned and began to make for the approaching Chinese destroyer. It had only been 0.2 light hours away when they had emerged from shift space and already the range was closing fast as it accelerated toward the point they had emerged. Both Ghost and Raptor had emerged from shift space with the same velocity they had entered it. Traveling at 0.1c they were beginning to move away from where they had come into the system. It wouldn’t be enough to avoid the destroyer though. They would have to fight.


  For a moment James had to wonder at the speed of Lightfoot’s reactions. While he had still been struggling to react to their situation, Lightfoot had already figured out what the Chinese were doing and had realized they couldn’t avoid a confrontation. As James thought about it he was sure all the Chinese Captains who were patrolling the shift passage had orders to engage whatever came out of the shift passage. Only by pressing the British forces into a fight could the system commander know what he was facing. It was a cold logical approach. The system commander was willing to sacrifice a frigate, or even a destroyer, in order to get intel on his enemy. Still, just like the signaling system, it would work.


  Once Romanov had conferred with his counterpart on Ghost, he brought up their plan on the main holo display. “Here’s our suggestion, sir, Ghost will take up position above our forward starboard side. I’m still not happy with the repairs we have managed to do to the point-defense plasma cannons in that section. This way we shouldn’t have to use them. We have also planned a number of evasive maneuvers we can take together that will allow our best point-defense weapons to keep engaging any incoming missiles. We’ll have to come out of stealth and increase our speed before we engage the destroyer for them to work effectively. Ghost’s tactical officer is running it by Captain Lightfoot now.”


  “And what about our flak cannon?” James asked. Romanov had been able to repair two of the cannon’s barrels during their raid on Wi Li, from spare parts on board Raptor. Without time in a repair yard that was the best he could do. With only two barrels the cannon’s rate of fire was halved, along with the area of space it could fill with shrapnel.


  “Diagnostics indicate the repairs are fully functional. I have slaved control of it to Ghost’s tactical officer though. It will be more effective if he can use our reduced firepower to enhance his own flak cannons rather than use them as two separate weapons.”


  “Agreed,” James said. “We’ll be entering missile range in ten minutes, sooner if Lightfoot approves the acceleration,” he spoke to the bridge at large, “inform the crew to prepare for battle.”


  #
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  ABOARD Ghost, Lightfoot was reassessing his options. While everyone else was preparing for the duel with the approaching destroyer he had been reviewing New Shanghai’s defenses. Agent Bell had been able to fill some gaps in the RSNI intel and even before jumping into the system, he had been coming to realize their mission might be impossible. The system was simply too well defended. Now, with all the data that was coming in from the sensors on the inner system he was more convinced. Included in his orders to attack New Shanghai and Wi was a secondary objective. It was secondary because it was more of a long shot, but it looked like it would have to be bumped up the list. Still, if they could take out the approaching destroyer quickly, they could yet cause a bit of havoc in this system.


  Switching his thoughts back to the coming battle, he reviewed his tactical officer’s plans. “Approved,” he called out knowing his officer would know what he meant. “Take us to full acceleration, fire as soon as we come into range.” Even with Raptor’s damaged flak cannon, the coming battle was all but a forgone conclusion, yet he didn’t want to take any chances. His tactical officer’s request for more maneuvering flexibility was a sensible one, even if it gave away their position a little sooner than he would have wished.


  As in the previous battles with Chinese, his ships got to fire off the first missile salvo. Twelve missiles sped off toward the approaching destroyer. Raptor had used her two penetrator missiles against the light cruiser at Wi but Ghost had one left. Lightfoot had chosen to keep it in reserve; a couple of volleys and the enemy ship should be destroyed. The fact the three ships were almost heading straight for each other meant the missiles closed quickly with their target. Nevertheless, the Chinese ship still managed to get off two missile salvos before the first British missiles came tearing in on their target. The point-defenses took out nine of them but three got into engagement range. Not one of them managed to get a direct hit but three proximity explosions rocked the destroyer. Immediately, it lost acceleration and began to roll violently. Lightfoot studied the visual feed carefully to observe the damage. The destroyer looked like it was out of the fight already, but he didn’t want the same trick he had played at the Damang to be played on him.


  Satisfied that the ship did indeed look like it had taken serious damage, Lightfoot waited until Ghost’s and Raptor’s point-defenses had taken out the first Chinese salvo of five missiles. Then he spoke to the comms’ officer, “hail the Chinese ship, inform them that we’re going to close to plasma cannon range and destroy their ship. They are to evacuate now. If they don’t evacuate we’ll assume they intend to fight on and we’ll send another volley of missiles their way.”


  “Yes, sir,” the comms’ officer replied, “sending the message now.”


  As the second Chinese missile salvo approached, it became impossible to see what the Chinese destroyer was doing as space around the two British ships was filled with flak explosions, plasma bolts, AM missiles and exploding Chinese missiles. When the sensor feeds cleared both Ghost and Raptor continued on, having shrugged off the Chinese missiles. Lightfoot could also see on the visual display that small escape pods were launching from the damaged destroyer.


  “Tactical,” Lightfoot ordered, “keep your missiles locked onto that ship but hold fire. If there is any sign of it turning to bring any weapons to bear on us fire immediately. As soon as we get into plasma range take it out. Then put us back into stealth. We are now the hunted.”
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    Chapter 26


    


  

Behind Enemy Lines
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    The Void War saw the first real use of warships as raiders operating behind enemy lines for long periods of time. This had been a tactic perfected by the wet navies of Earth centuries before but many of the skills had to be relearnt.


    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  16 MAY, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | NEW SHANGHAI


  James felt more exhausted than he ever had before in his life. The closest he had come to how he currently felt had been when he had taken Drake through the V17 system. There he had to dodge a number of Chinese picket ships while trying to get a good scan of the planet. New Shanghai was turning out to be an entirely different kettle of fish. For the last five hours Ghost and Raptor had been slowly making their way deeper and deeper into the system. Only an hour ago they had actually managed to pass the line marking the system’s mass shadow.


  The Chinese system commander had filled the exit of the shift passage from the Wi system with small patrol craft. After finishing off the destroyer, Lightfoot had taken them back into stealth and they had slowly made their way into the system. Every time they had detected a Chinese warship they had been forced to try and sneak around them. In Drake it would have been much easier but, even though the Churchill class of destroyer had impressive stealth systems, it was much harder to hide a fully equipped warship.


  As if things couldn’t have got any worse, three hours after they had defeated the Chinese destroyer another force had jumped into the system behind them. They must have been reinforcements sent to Wi that had returned once they learnt Ghost and Raptor had already left. As soon as they had jumped into the system, they had spread out and were now slowly making their way further into the system. All their active scanners were operating at full capacity as they sought to locate the two British ships.


  The Chinese commander was definitely a canny one. Even though he must have known Ghost and Raptor were trying to sneak further into the system, he hadn’t ordered his outer system pickets to go to active scanning. Instead they had remained quiet and undetectable unless the British ships got close to them. That meant that James and Lightfoot had to be prepared to come under fire at any second.


  Further into the system things were a little different. Around the planet the system commander had two light cruisers in orbit to lend weight to the battlestations that were on full alert. Slightly further out was the main Chinese force. It consisted of a heavy cruiser, two more light cruisers and three destroyers. They were slowly heading away from the inhabited planet toward the shift passage back to Wi. The Chinese commander was clearly waiting for the British ships to trip over one of his outer pickets and then he would pounce with his larger force. Taking the ships further into the system was like walking through a field of landmines. Worse, it was like walking through a field of landmines with an enemy force waiting for you to reach the other side while another force came along behind, forcing you to keep going. James was not enjoying the experience.


  The last twelve hours had reminded James of the accounts he had read from submarine commanders during World War Two. Both the American and German commanders who had tried to sneak up on enemy convoys had had to endure hours of slowly overhauling their targets before they could attack. All the while surface patrol boats had been constantly searching for them, just waiting for a chance to blow them out of the water. The submariners often hadn’t even known they had been detected until it was too late. So far Lightfoot had proven himself to have nerves of steel as he had led them onwards. James, on the other hand, was beginning to struggle. He didn’t know how Lightfoot was doing it. He was beginning to feel himself fray around the edges. Knowing he needed to do something before his subordinates began to see past the confident front he had been projecting, he decided he would retire to his quarters. Having spent the last fourteen hours on the bridge he needed to at least try and get some sleep.


  Before he could move, a comm’s channel on his command chair beeped and he almost jumped. Recovering quickly, he hit the accept button to bring up Lightfoot’s face. The captain of Ghost looked tired, but his voice was still full of confidence and James could feel himself drawing strength from Lightfoot as he spoke. “Still awake, Captain, I thought you would have retired for a nap by now? I guess you don’t want to miss any of the action. This is definitely going to make a great story when we get back to Earth.”


  “Certainly, sir,” was all James could manage. He wasn’t sure if Lightfoot was joking for the sake of his subordinates or if he really was enjoying himself.


  “I think I’ve come up with a plan,” Lightfoot continued. “We’ll be lucky to make it out of here, never mind actually causing any damage, so we need to adapt. You haven’t been briefed on this but RSNI had received some intel that the next convoy going into the Void would be passing through New Shanghai in about four days. It was a secondary target for us to go after if we got a chance. The intel suggested that the convoy would be lightly guarded until it got to New Shanghai. That might be why there are so many more, smaller ships in the system than we were expecting, some may be waiting for the convoy. Our best chance of intercepting the convoy is if we hit them here.”


  As James looked at his personal holo display an image of the shift passage connecting New Shanghai to Paracel appeared. The Paracel system didn’t contain anything of importance but it did lead to the Anyang system which was as heavily developed as New Shanghai and it in turn led on through Chinese space to the Beta system and then back to Earth. The shift passage between New Shanghai and Paracel was a relatively straight one but it did have two very tight kinks in it. Ordinarily, it was deemed impossible to ambush a fleet as it travelled through shift space. Even though the ships had to make regular stops to realign when the shift passage twisted and turned the passages were so large it was impossible to predict accurately enough to plan an ambush where a ship might make its stop.


  However, throughout known space there were five shift passages where it had been deemed just such an ambush was possible – at least by the RSN tactical planners. One of them was between New Shanghai and Paracel. There were two very severe turns in the shift passage that were also very narrow. Any ship hoping to pass through them in a timely fashion would have to exit shift space in a fairly small area of space. Provided the ships didn’t suspect they would be ambushed and stuck to the least time route through the passage, the point at which they would come out of shift space was easily predictable.


  As James studied the image Lightfoot continued, “This will only work, however, if we can convince the Chinese commander of the system defenses here that we have gone somewhere else. If he suspects we are trying to ambush the convoy, all he’ll have to do is send his ships to the twist in the shift passage and he’ll have ambushed us.


  “If we’re going to convince him we’re somewhere else we will have to be somewhere else, at least one of us will be. But first we need to get the Chinese commander’s attention. By now he’ll have received a report from those ships that came into the system behind us on the damage we caused at Wi. Hopefully, we can give him some more incentive to stop us attacking any other unprotected systems. Here are a couple of targets I’ve selected.”


  On his holo display James watched the image shift to show the New Shanghai system again. A series of dots appeared with scrolling text beside each one along with an ETA. As James looked closely, he could see they were all minor targets. Some small mining facilities and a freighter resupply hub, for freighters that wanted to pass through the system without going into the inner system. Their worth wasn’t what made them important. Combined, their destruction would only cause a small headache to even a poorer Politburo member. Their importance was in where they led when the dots were joined. They didn’t form a straight line but to anyone observing all the dots, it was clear that the British destroyers would be heading toward the Fujian passage. Theoretically the Fujian passage led all the way back to the Damang system, though it would take over a month to do so. Along the way it passed through four other Chinese systems. None had a habitable planet and so were poorly developed yet combined, they still had received a sizable amount of investment from the Chinese government. Given all the destruction Ghost and Raptor had dished out at Wi, no sane Chinese commander would want the two British destroyers loose amongst the four unprotected systems.


  “One of us is going down the Fujian passage to draw the Chinese off then?” James asked.


  Nodding, Lightfoot fleshed out the details, “that’s the plan. The greater risk will fall on the ship that does so I’ll be taking Ghost. First, we’ll hit all the targets I’ve sent you here in New Shanghai to convince the enemy we’re working as a single unit. When I make the jump to Fujian, you will go to stealth and wait for whatever Chinese ships are sent after us to make the jump. Then you can double back and head for the ambush site. As soon as I get to Fujian I’ll begin stirring up a right hornets’ nest. Hopefully in all the confusion it’ll take the pursuing Chinese ships a while to figure out Raptor isn’t there.


  “If they do figure it out, things might get a bit hairy for you but it’s two days to Fujian system along the shift passage. That’ll give you at least four days to sneak out of New Shanghai and get to the ambush site before any message is sent back informing the Chinese commander Raptor isn’t at Fujian. The convoy is expected in four to five days, so, unless it is late you should be there before the Chinese have a chance to send any ships after you.


  “Once it seems like there’s no point hanging around the Fujian system I’ll either jump on up the Fujian passage to draw as many ships away from you as possible or I’ll try and sneak past them and back to New Shanghai. I’m sending you some coordinates for the Damang system. We’ll meet back there when all this is done. Is there anything you want to add to the plan?”


  James considered it for a moment. Obviously Lightfoot had been thinking it through for the last twelve hours. There was one flaw in his plan and James proceeded to point it out. “Wouldn’t it be better if you were to take Ghost to attack the convoy? Even lightly defended the convoy will have some sort of escort. You have the last penetrator missile. If there is anything larger than a frigate escorting the convoy, you would need it to destroy the ship quickly before the rest of the convoy had a chance to jump away.”


  “You’re right, it will be needed,” Lightfoot began, “but it won’t be on board Ghost. We’re going to dock after we hit the last target here in New Shanghai and I’ll be transferring it along with several other missiles over to you. We’re both running low on missiles but, if you’re going to take out as many of the convoy freighters as possible, you’ll need more than I will to harass Fujian. I’ll be giving you everything I can spare. Including the penetrator missile.”


  “But, sir,” James began to protest. Ghost was just as likely to need those missiles if she was going to draw half the Chinese fleet in this system with her to Fujian.


  Lightfoot held up his hands to stop him saying anymore. “Listen, James, I am the senior commander. The responsibility of making the command decisions falls on me. I’m not sending you to the Fujian system low on missiles with an angry Chinese fleet on your tail. I can, however, send myself. That will be the end of it. I want you to take the plan and run it over with your senior lieutenants. See if there is anything I have missed. Then begin to plan for your ambush. I’ll coordinate with your navigation officer. It’ll be another six hours before we reach our first in system target.”


  “Aye, sir,” James said as he tried to hide his frustration at Lightfoot.


  “Gupta, Romanov,” James called over the two lieutenants who were both on the bridge. “I want you both to go to my private office and begin to review a plan Captain Lightfoot has sent over. I’m going to retire for a nap and I’ll join you presently.”


  “Sub Lieutenant Jackson, you have the Bridge,” James called as he followed the two lieutenants out.


  #
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  AFTER HIS THREE-HOUR nap James felt somewhat refreshed. The briefing with Gupta and Romanov had been disappointing. They had reviewed Lightfoot’s plan and made a few minor suggestions, though they hadn’t been able to give James any other viable alternatives. Splitting up was the best chance they had to cause the Chinese some serious damage. If both ships went up the Fujian passage, they would cause a lot of havoc, but they would eventually be trapped. It was a much shorter route to go to the Damang system via Wi. Once the Chinese Commander was sure the British ships intended to go all the way up the Fujian passage, he could dispatch a blocking force to Damang via Wi. They could then travel down the other end of the Fujian passage and prevent Ghost and Raptor from doing too much damage. They would also likely trap the two ships and destroy them. The only other option was to turn around and run back to Damang via Wi now. Yet even that was all but impossible with the second Chinese squadron blocking their retreat.


  After spending a couple of hours with both lieutenants, James had come to agree with their conclusions. The best way forward was to split up and draw the Chinese ships into a wild goose chase. Resigned to the proposed course of action James also had to accept the fact he wasn’t going to change Lightfoot’s mind about which ship to send to ambush the Chinese convoy.


  Instead he was back on the bridge preparing to attack the first target that would lead them to the Fujian passage. Both James and Lightfoot knew that as soon as they showed themselves the Chinese commander would try to quickly close the net around them. Their attack would have to be swift.


  As soon as they came into range of the asteroid mining facility both Raptor and Ghost opened up with their plasma cannons. Their first targets were the two freighters approaching the facility. If they could be destroyed before they could change their acceleration profile, it would take an hour or two for the electromagnetic radiation from the attack to be detected by the Chinese warships.


  Someone on board one of the freighters must have been awake though, for as soon as Raptor’s stealth field came down when she opened fire, the freighter began to accelerate wildly. To anyone in the system watching their gravimetric scanners it would be a large flashing beacon indicating that something was up. The acceleration only lasted a couple of seconds before three plasma bolts cut through the freighter, causing it to explode. The second one disappeared without ever even trying to evade. Even as another volley of plasma bolts drilled into the station, two Chinese picket ships that had been in close proximity to station powered up out of stealth and both began to accelerate toward where the station had been. Further away, both the squadron that had been following them into the system and the larger squadron waiting for them altered course and began to accelerate toward the station.


  Soon the space around the station was filled with radar beams as every picket ship in the vicinity began to search for the destroyers. There was alarm on the bridge of both British ships as the amount of radar energy hitting them began to rise toward levels their absorbing tech could no longer handle. As they moved further and further away though the strength began to decrease. Eventually Lightfoot ordered a course change and once again both ships slipped back into the darkness of space.


  James remained on the bridge for another half hour and then retired to his quarters, giving Gupta the watch. Five more times he returned to the bridge to watch target after target being hit. Three of the targets were destroyed without giving any immediate warning. He had been able to watch the Chinese’ delayed response as the heat and light radiation from the explosions had made their way across the system. Twice more ships had managed to radically alter their acceleration profile, alerting the Chinese that they were under attack. Each time Lightfoot had managed to steer them around the net that kept threatening to close in on them. Two hours before they entered range of their last target, the two destroyers had closed with each other and, slowly and carefully, transferred ten missiles from Ghost to Raptor. It was a procedure every cadet at the naval academy had to train for but rarely was it actually ever carried out outside the simulators. Everyone had, therefore, been on their toes but thankfully, it had been carried off without a hitch.


  After the last target had been hit, the whole system had suddenly come alive as if a loud siren had gone off. Every warship had boosted to its full acceleration profile. It was now obvious where the British ships were going. The first six targets had been selected to make it look like the British ships were either trying to work their way around to the Paracel passage or to get to a better point from which to launch an attack on the inner system. The last target had given their real objective away, just as it had been chosen to do. Now every Chinese ship was racing to get to the Fujian passage before the British ships could make it there themselves. As a result, and also a part of the plan, Ghost and Raptor had been forced to drop all pretense at remaining hidden and boost for the system’s mass shadow and the opportunity to jump to Fujian.


  As the counter ticked down, indicating when the two ships would reach their jump point, Raptor began to prepare to return to stealth mode. She powered down her engines, reactors and all non-essential equipment. Two minutes before the jump point James received a communication from Ghost. It was Captain Lightfoot. “Well, it’s time to say our goodbyes. I hope everything works out as planned. All being well, I’ll see you back at the Damang system. It may take us a week or two to work our way back around to meet you but I’m sure we’ll both have some interesting stories to tell. Make sure you put our missiles to good use.”


  “Don’t worry, sir, we will,” James replied. “Just make sure you don’t try to do too much without them. There’s no need for you to take any unnecessary risks. Good luck, sir”


  “Good luck to you too, Somerville, Ghost out.”


  James only had to watch the main holo display for a few seconds until he saw the brief flash that indicated Ghost had jumped to shift space. As she did Raptor immediately went into stealth mode, venting all the electromagnetic energy she could not contain away from the New Shanghai system and the Chinese warships. Then, slowly, she pivoted in space and brought her engines up to three percent thrust. It would take over four hours at that rate to come to a stop before she could then begin to work her way back into the New Shanghai system and toward the Paracel shift passage.


  The slow acceleration meant James and the bridge crew had the best seats to watch as twelve Chinese warships made their way to the Fujian shift passage and, one by one, jumped out in pursuit of Ghost. The rest turned back toward the inner system and began to take up patrol positions. James was willing to bet he had not been the only one aboard Raptor who prayed a silent prayer for Ghost as the Chinese ships had jumped after her.
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No Mercy
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    Before the discovery of the shift drive science fiction novels were filled with ideas and visions of what interstellar warfare in space would look like. No one had envisaged the impact shift passages would have both on strategic and tactical warfare.

  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD.

  


  20 MAY, 2465 AD | HMS Raptor


  In total it had taken James and Raptor two days to secretly work their way past the Chinese warships patrolling the New Shanghai system after Ghost had jumped out. After that, it had taken another twenty hours to travel up the shift passage to the ambush point. Now Raptor was sitting, waiting for her prey. The Chinese convoy was expected to exit shift space within a sphere of space with a diameter measuring roughly 1.5 light hours. James had placed his ship right in the center of the sphere. It was possible the ships of the convoy would come out somewhere where Raptor wouldn’t detect them, but the chances were low. Still, in the journey to the ambush point James had trouble sleeping, he didn’t like leaving anything to chance.


  Since Lightfoot had left, James had been comparing himself to the more senior captain. He knew he had done well in the difficult situations he had found himself in as the commander of Drake. Yet the past week of operations as a captain of a warship had begun to show he wasn’t quite the invincible captain he had thought himself to be. Lightfoot had handled the stress of being chased like sheep by a pack of wolves through the New Shanghai system without letting it influence his command ability. James had felt the pressure building and building until he knew he had been performing well below his optimal. He was beginning to realize there was a reason why the Admiralty had a slow process of promoting someone up the chain of command. It took time to develop true command capabilities, capabilities that only came after years of experience. Lightfoot had spent over six years as a captain of a warship. James’ two years as the commander of a survey ship didn’t even come close. Nevertheless, Rear Admiral Jensen saw something in him and Captain Lightfoot had entrusted this mission to him. That was something.


  In the old-style naval books he had been rereading, the captain often took a tour of his ship before combat. Sitting in his command chair reflecting on the coming battle, James decided that he would do the same. “Romanov, you have the bridge. I’m going to carry out a quick tour of the ship. Please don’t inform anyone I’m coming. I’d like it to be a surprise.”


  When Romanov nodded he strode out of the bridge. He chose to make his way to the engineering section first and then work his way back to the bridge. As he walked in Chief O’Neil had an access panel open on number three reactor and was tinkering with something inside. One of his officers tried to warn him about his captain’s approach but James waved the ensign off. When he got right behind the chief, James shouted in his best command voice, “attention on deck.”


  Chief O’Neil swore as he immediately tried to straighten up and banged his head, dropping whatever tool he was holding. A few snickers escaped some lips and, as James looked around, he could see more than a few of the engineering crew trying to hold back smiles. The chief continued a string of expletives as he picked up his tool and turned to see who had startled him. As soon as he saw it was the captain he cut off mid-sentence. “Eh, Captain. Eh, I mean, my apologies, Captain. I thought someone was playing a practical joke on me.”


  “Don’t worry yourself, Chief. I thought I would take a tour of the ship before the battle commences. I’m glad to find you so engrossed in your work.”


  “Yes, sir, thank you, sir. There has been a slight energy fluctuation in reactor two, so I was taking this opportunity to make sure it wouldn’t develop into something more serious once the fighting begins.” Only once he had finished speaking did the chief manage to look past his captain to see many of his crew staring, some with open smiles on their faces. Glaring at them he continued, “I only hope my example will rub off on this useless lot of space vermin. Sometimes I despair at the men and women the Admiralty sees fit to recruit.”


  Turning to take in the men and women who were watching them, James saw that the chief’s outburst had actually managed to increase the number of people who were openly enjoying the chief’s discomfort. “Oh, I don’t know, Chief,” James said. “It looks like you have a fine group of engineers here. You might want to designate someone to give you a heads up the next time an important member of the command staff comes down to engineering though. It might save you a bit of bother.”


  That brought a couple of chuckles from the bystanders. The chief dismissed them with an angry wave of his fist. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?”


  “No, Chief, I just wanted to show my face before we go into battle. I trust you have everything under control.” Turning to address the engineering crew directly James said, “We’ll be counting on you all back up in the bridge. I know Chief O’Neil will make sure you all do your best. Good luck, everyone.” With that he shook the chief’s hand and turned to leave. As he walked out a couple of shouts followed him, wishing him good luck or welcoming him back to engineering any time, before Chief O’Neil’s angry voice directed them all back to work.


  As he toured through the various weapons stations, the marine barracks and the auxiliary bridge, James found very similar situations. Everyone was giving their equipment a once over in preparation for the approaching battle. Nerves were clearly high, but James did the best he could to put people at ease and bring out a few chuckles. In the auxiliary bridge he had a quiet word with Lieutenant Gupta reminding her that if they managed to make contact with the Chinese convoy doing as much destruction as possible was paramount; more important than getting the ship home in one piece. If they could stop just one supply shipment from getting to V17 it would weaken the whole Chinese fleet there.


  As he exited the auxiliary bridge his personal comms beeped. “Captain,” Lieutenant Romanov began in an exited voice, “we have ships exiting shift space all around us.” Without even bothering to reply, James sprinted down and around the corridor he was in to the nearest turbolift. Thirty seconds later he burst through the bridge doors and threw himself into the command chair. Looking at Romanov he half shouted, “Status report?”


  The lieutenant already had the sensor plot on the main holo display. Pointing to it he explained the situation. “We’ve picked up forty-six ships that have exited shift space. So far we’ve identified five warships with a possible three more. The rest are all freighters.”


  From the plot James could see that Raptor was almost right in the middle of the formation. “That’s way more ships than our intel suggested. This must be an important convoy. Have they spotted us yet?”


  “No, sir,” Romanov answered, “the warships are just now beginning to scan local space with their secondary radar arrays. They’ll pick us up in the next minute or so, I believe.”


  “Very well, how many warships are in missile range?”


  With a single command Romanov changed the holo display to only show the warships. “There is a destroyer off our port bow just outside plasma cannon range, a light cruiser off our starboard bow a little further out. One frigate is at the edge of our missile range. The other destroyer and three frigates we’ve detected are all further off.”


  “OK, Navigation, as soon as we open fire take us toward that destroyer at full speed. Romanov, on my mark fire a full spread of missiles from each broadside at the destroyer and the light cruiser. Then target the plasma cannons at the destroyer. We’ll still get hits even though they are just outside our maximum range, we just won’t be able to penetrate their armor. Hopefully we’ll cause enough confusion to help our missiles get through. Target as many freighters as possible with our forward and stern tubes. After you have fired the first salvos I want you to hand over control of the starboard missile tubes to the auxiliary bridge. They are to keep hitting that light cruiser as hard as possible. I want you focused on the port missiles tubes. As soon as we take out that destroyer I want you to switch everything toward hitting as many freighters as possible.”


  “Understood, Captain,” Romanov acknowledged.


  “Everybody else know what they’re doing?” James asked the bridge at large. After a chorus of, “Yes, sir,” James looked back to Romanov. “Fire.”


  Instantly, fourteen missiles erupted from Raptor, announcing her presence to the Chinese convoy. They were closely followed by a rain of plasma bolts that pierced their way through space toward the Chinese destroyer. Accelerated to almost the speed of light, the first plasma bolts reached it only a handful of seconds after the ship’s sensors had detected the British ship. The bridge crew hadn’t had time to react before damage reports started coming in. Unable to penetrate the valstronium armor the plasma bolts were still able to damage the point-defense weapons and sensors that bristled on the hull of the ship.


  James wanted to cross his fingers as the seconds ticked by without any response from the Chinese ships. Every moment of delay greatly increased his chances of doing some serious damage to the convoy. Even as they watched a freighter exploded. It had been close enough for Raptor’s point-defense plasma canons to reach. Checking to see what happened James saw Romanov had the foresight to designate the freighters as secondary targets for the point-defense weapons to engage if there was no in incoming missiles. Realizing what the second lieutenant had done James called to the navigation officer, “Keep us heading for that destroyer but if you can get us close enough to another freighter for the point-defense weapons to take it out do so.”


  “Yes, sir,” Sub Lieutenant Jackson said.


  A full minute after the first plasma cannon bolts had begun to pepper the hull of the destroyer it finally opened fire. James was alerted by the new beeps that came from the gravimetric sensors, announcing five new contacts heading their way. This was closely followed by another set of contacts as the light cruiser also fired eight missiles at Raptor.


  Ignoring those threats for the moment, James watched his six missiles close with the destroyer. They had loaded their final penetrator missile in one of the port tubes and so the first salvo was going to do the destroyer a lot of damage. James didn’t know whether to thank his lucky stars that they had the penetrator missile already aimed at the closest threat or not. A part of him would have liked to be able to fire it at the light cruiser in the hope it would have kept it off his back for a while.


  He could only play with the cards he was dealt however and, as he watched, the Chinese point-defenses began to try and pick off his missiles. As they entered range of the AM missiles there were three remaining. Only one was destroyed, the other two closed in for the kill. One scored a proximity hit along the destroyer’s stern while the second ploughed right into the midsection of the destroyer and exploded. On the visuals James could see a gaping wound where two of the destroyer’s missile tubes had been. As he switched the display to zoom in on the stern of the destroyer where the second missile had scored a proximity hit, he saw a volley of plasma bolts rip through the ship’s engine compartments. The proximity hit had burnt off enough of the valstronium armor to allow the plasma cannons to penetrate what remained. Once they began to punch through the destroyer’s armor, they tore through the innards of the ship, causing a number of secondary explosions. The fourth plasma bolt actually blew through the rear of the ship, taking out one of the engines and immediately sending the destroyer into a sharp roll. The ship desperately fired off its maneuvering thrusters to try and arrest the roll and bring its weapons to bear but they barely made a difference. Without being able to stabilize itself the destroyer no longer posed a threat to Raptor.


  With the demise of the destroyer, Romanov fired off another missile salvo from the port missile tubes. He had been holding back from firing another broadside at the destroyer until he saw the effects of the first. Now the six missiles raced off, each one in pursuit of a freighter. Already the freighters were doing their best to flee from the British warship. On the main holo display it looked like someone had thrown a stone into a 3D lake. The freighters formed what looked like ripples heading off in all directions emanating from Raptor’s central position on the plot. As James watched, two of the closest freighters disappeared even before the latest missiles began to close with their targets. Romanov had begun to pick off those in range of the heavy plasma cannons.


  Raptor’s free rein had come to an end though as James was alerted to the fact that the first Chinese missiles were approaching by the sound of the flak cannon firing. The distinctive whirring noise of the electromagnets rapidly accelerating flak rounds brought his attention back to Raptor’s survival. “Romanov, pass control of the heavy plasma cannons to me. You focus on taking out the incoming missiles,” James shouted over all the alarms that were going off on the bridge.


  Confident that Romanov could handle the first five missiles coming in from the now incapacitated destroyer, James focused on taking out the two freighters that were coming into range of his plasma cannons. He spared the occasional glance to see how the duel with the light cruiser was going. There were now two volleys of missiles from the light cruiser approaching his ship. In turn, there were three on their way toward the Chinese warship.


  Having dealt with the five from the destroyer, Romanov quickly took out four of the first eight from the cruiser with the flak cannon. Three more fell to the short-range point-defense weapons. The fourth scored a proximity hit. Everyone on the bridge was thrown around but before James could ask, Gupta called over the open comm’s channel to the auxiliary bridge. “No major damage, sir, we’ve lost a fair bit of our armor but it’s reshaping itself to fill in the gaps now.”


  There was too much going on for James to double check Gupta’s report. He had to focus on taking out as many freighters as he could. When the second salvo from the Chinese light cruiser got into point-defense range, James handed over command of the heavy plasma cannons to Romanov. The chance they could hit any of the dodging missiles with them was slim but combined with the other point-defense weapons they allowed Romanov to fill a larger area of space with explosive energy.


  The eight missiles reduced to four as the flak cannon did its work. Next the smaller point-defense plasma cannons took out two more. To James’ amazement the AM missiles Raptor launched to intercept the larger Chinese missiles all failed to hit their targets. The final two missiles then closed with Raptor. Sub Lieutenant Jackson, who was manning the navigation console, launched Raptor into a series of evasive maneuvers. They succeeded in preventing either missile from getting a direct hit, but both exploded less than five hundred meters from the hull. As the explosive power crashed into Raptor, large sections of valstronium armor were torn off along with vital point-defense plasma cannons and anti-missile launchers. Once the inertial dampeners had compensated for the high g-forces from the concussive force of the explosions, James was able to review the damage. Raptor’s point-defense network was seriously compromised. Looking over at one of the secondary holo displays, he reviewed the list of confirmed kills. Thirteen freighters were gone. The destroyer they had initially crippled had also been finished off with a missile Romanov had sent after it as he waited for more targets to get into range. Still, they hadn’t done enough to seriously disrupt the convoy, another twenty freighters were trying to get away from the charging Raptor.


  “Navigation, work up a micro jump to get us out of here,” James ordered.  “Stand by for my mark. We’ll have to take another salvo from that light cruiser but as soon as we’ve taken out enough freighters, we’re out of here.” The same thing that trapped the Chinese convoy in the shift passage meant that Raptor could escape when she wanted to. Having jumped into the area hours before her jump capacitors were fully charged. The Chinese ships would still be charging theirs and so couldn’t escape Raptor’s missiles nor give chase when she decided to jump out.


  With one eye, James watched the steady approach of the second salvo from the light cruiser. Already three salvos from Raptor had crashed into it but without any penetrator missiles the light cruiser was shrugging Raptor’s attacks off. James judged they had maybe scored two proximity hits but the thicker armor on the light cruiser enabled it to weather them much better.


  With his other eye, he watched the main holo display and the fleeing freighters. The computer was predicting they would be in range of another four before the Chinese missiles made themselves felt. After that Raptor could get in range of another nine before the fourth spread of missiles came crashing home. James was under no illusions. Raptor might not survive the next missiles coming in, never mind a fourth salvo. Still, they had a mission to complete. Both Jensen and Lightfoot had entrusted him with this responsibility. As much as he wanted to run to safety the weight of their expectations held him in a firm grip. Besides, it was the job of a King’s warship to put itself in harm’s way, James said to himself with irony. After the attack on the Swedish colony ship he had hoped never to be facing a similar situation again.


  A shout broke his concentration as Romanov pumped his fists, “I nailed him.”


  James checked the feed from the tactical console to see a replay of one of the frigates getting too close to Raptor and being shredded by her heavy plasma cannons. That was one less threat to worry about.


  Almost as soon as the last missile streaked off after another freighter, the third salvo of eight Chinese missiles came accelerating into range of Raptor’s point-defenses. This time the anti-missiles fared a lot better and only one missile survived to try and make contact with Raptor. Again, Sub Lieutenant Jackson threw the ship into a series of evasive maneuvers but to no avail. The single missile managed to get a glancing blow amidships. The angle of the contact meant much of its explosive force was projected out into space. Yet even the fraction of the force that was directed against the hull was devastating. The valstronium armor was blown away as if it was made of steel. Four point-defense plasma cannons and three anti-missile launchers were vaporized. The force of the thermonuclear blast blew its way into the ship, crumpling reinforced bulkheads and taking out two missiles tubes along with the twenty men and women who manned them. The force continued into the ship, taking out almost half of the starboard crew quarters. Thankfully, no hands were lost as everyone was at their battle stations. The concussive force momentarily overloaded the inertial dampeners, throwing many of the crew around the ship like rag dolls.


  “Damage report,” James shouted over the din of all the alarms.


  Gupta was the first to reply over the inter-bridge comm’s channel, “we’ve taken a major hit to our starboard mid sections. Missile tube three is down and I can’t raise tube two. Outer sections three through five are all venting atmosphere. As far as I can tell our point-defense network is completely shot up along those sections as well.”


  “What about our weapons, can we still hit those freighters?”


  Romanov answered this time, “the remaining missile tubes are all reporting full functionality. We’re coming into range of the first freighter in thirty seconds.”


  “Navigation, can we still make our jump out?” was James’ next question.


  “We’ve lost some of our capacitors to an overload, sir. I’ve already got the chief rerouting some power couplings. I think we can make up the needed deficit by drawing directly from the reactors. The chief will have to run them up to one hundred percent to meet the power need, but we should be able to jump out in two to three minutes.”


  “Good enough,” James responded, after he had checked the timing of the fourth salvo from the light cruiser. The next set of missiles wouldn’t get to Raptor for another four minutes. Already the light cruiser had another eight missiles coming in behind them. It seemed like overkill to James, if the jump didn’t work they wouldn’t even last long enough for the last salvo to have anything to target. As he looked again at the ever-growing list of damaged or destroyed freighters, James could maybe understand the fifth salvo. The Chinese commander was no doubt acting from rage rather than rational thought. He wanted to see Raptor blown out of existence!


  “Navigation, as soon as Romanov fires his last missile get us out of here,” James ordered. Once the officer had replied James opened up a comm’s channel to the auxiliary bridge and the fourth lieutenant who had been overseeing the attacks on the light cruiser. “Good job, Jones, switch your fire to any freighters in range. There’s no point throwing another four missiles at that light cruiser. Take out as many freighters as you can before we jump.”


  Less than two minutes later the last missile launched from Raptor’s tubes and then the ship disappeared back into the darkness of space. Behind her she left twenty-one wrecks and five doomed freighters still trying to outrun the missiles that pursued them. All had once been carrying vital supplies to the Void that would be sorely missed.
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    Chapter 28


    


  

The Cost of Peace
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    Few, if any events can be as strongly identified as contributing to the rise of the Empire, as the peace treaty between China and Britain at the end of the Void War.

  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  20 JUNE, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Thirty-one days after the fateful ambush of the convoy, Raptor limped into the Excalibur system. She had spent ten full days in the Paracel shift passage effecting repairs. Only once James was happy the ship was stealthy enough to pass through the New Shanghai system, had he returned to the site of the ambush. There they spent a few hours confirming the last five missiles fired before jumping out had all hit their targets. The still expanding balls of wreckage confirmed that even with severely reduced targeting scanners, Romanov and Jones had managed to get all of their missiles on target.


  Satisfied that he would be able to bring a complete report of the ambush back to the Admiralty, James had cautiously headed onto the New Shanghai system. Instead of the regulated 1.5 light hours he had dropped back into normal space three light hours from the system’s mass shadow. Then he had very slowly taken Raptor into the outer system. What should have taken a slow freighter a day took James four, as he skirted around the edge of the system, carefully avoiding the system’s picket ships. Once or twice there had been a few hairy moments, as James was sure the radar beams being sent out into space by the Chinese warships had penetrated the makeshift repairs they had done to the starboard amidships sections. Without having enough spare stealth covering they had only been able to seal up the damaged sections to stop them leaking atmosphere. All the way through the system James had kept the damaged sections of Raptor facing away from the known picket ships in the hope they wouldn’t detect her. Even so, he hadn’t been confident they would make it.


  Once at the Damang system, he had finally been able to relax. The crew had been able stand down from battle stations and had begun to focus on the various minor repairs that were still waiting. When they had made it to the coordinates Lightfoot had given them, they sent out the prearranged signal. There had been no response. James then waited half an hour before sending out another. Still, there had been no response. For the next two days Raptor patiently waited for Ghost to join her. Just as James was about to head back to Excalibur, the sensor officer on the bridge had contacted him. A ship had been detected rapidly accelerating into the system from the shift passage that led back to Wi. A few moments later it had been confirmed as Ghost. She was making a direct line for the shift passage out of Damang and back toward the Void. Given the impossibility of real time communication due to the distances between them, James guessed that it was been Lightfoot’s way of telling him to make a run for it. He wasted no time and Raptor rapidly begun to accelerate toward the shift passage to the Void herself.


  Sure enough, forty minutes after Ghost had appeared at the edge of the system, four new contacts appeared. They immediately began accelerating along an intercept course toward Ghost. Over the next several hours it became apparent that Ghost had picked up some minor damage as the Chinese ships slowly gained on her. Soon a stern chase developed with the four Chinese ships firing missiles from their forward missile tubes. Between them they could only fire a total of five missiles, yet they threatened to overload Ghost’s weakened defenses and cause her more damage, slowing her even further. James dropped Raptor back to add her point-defense to Ghost’s and together they made it to the mass shadow and safety. But only just, Ghost had picked up more damage as they hadn’t been able to stop all the incoming missiles.


  Presently, James sat on the bridge watching the hive of activity around Excalibur as Raptor and Ghost cruised into the system. In orbit there were a number of freighters unloading all sorts of equipment to the slowly developing colony. There was another group of freighters surrounding the repair station that had been enlarged since James had seen it last. He had looked to see if Drake was still docked at the station. It was unlikely; Raptor and Ghost had been away for sixty-one days. Drake was likely already well on her way to Earth. Still, James had hoped to see his old command again. In addition to the freighters, Commodore West’s heavy cruiser, Avenger, orbited the planet accompanied by a light cruiser and destroyer. Lightfoot already sent their mission report to the commodore’s ship as soon as they entered the system. As James waited for a reply, he stood all the crew down from their typical watch duties, leaving only the essential functions of the ship manned. They all deserved a time of rest and relaxation.


  The mood of the crew was mixed, and James felt the same. In total they had lost thirty-three personnel with the losses at New Shanghai and then at the ambush site. Some were faces James had only seen once or twice. Others he had started to come to know, while still others were hands that had transferred over from Drake. The victory had been an astounding one. The Chinese convoy had been decimated. Yet, to the crew, the losses still put a dampener on their achievements. In addition, the last thirty-one days had been rough on everyone. The workload to get the repairs done had been enormous. Then they all had been forced to endure four days of nerve-racking shifts at their battle stations as they passed through the New Shanghai system. All the time, everyone had been wondering if the next moment would reveal a Chinese warship bearing down on them.


  Now, at last, they were home, back in British space at least. If the new repair station could see to their needs James suspected Raptor would be joining the fleet around V17. It would take a fully tooled yard at least a month to make good the hole in Raptor’s side and to replace the lost missile tubes. That was not likely to matter though. Raptor’s main role in a large fleet engagement was to beef up the larger ships’ point-defenses. If her flak gun and point-defense plasma cannons could be repaired, Raptor was likely to be sent to V17 to join one of the squadrons blockading the Chinese fleet.


  “Sir,” Sub Lieutenant Graham at the comms’ station called out, “I’ve got an incoming message from the commodore. She’s requested it to be broadcast across both our ships.”


  Slightly concerned James had no choice. “OK, Lieutenant, put it over the ship-wide comms.”


  Seconds later Commodore West’s voice could be heard across the ship. “Crew members of Ghost and Raptor, this is Commodore West. Welcome back to Excalibur. I have read over your Captains’ initial reports and I wish to send you my congratulations. Each of you performed admirably.” James was able to watch the visual of the commodore and as she paused she allowed a small smile to creep onto her otherwise stern expression. “I also wish to inform you that as a direct result of your actions and the other raiders that went into Chinese territory a cease fire has been declared.”


  Immediately, a chorus of cheers erupted across both ships. They had been so loud on the bridge of Raptor that James hadn’t been able to hear the rest of the commodore’s message. He waited patiently until everyone had settled down and finished exchanging handshakes and hugs. Once they had, he replayed the message on the main holo display.


  “..a cease fire has been declared. A popular movement broke out on Earth and across many of the Chinese colonies demanding an end to the war. The Politburo tried to repress the demonstrations with force. When that failed a junior member of the Politburo launched a coup to oust the members he felt were responsible for the war. There is still fighting between the various factions on the Chinese colonial worlds but on Earth, Minister Na has officially been accepted as the interim president of the Communist Party. His first act was to request a cease-fire. At the moment discussions for a peace treaty are ongoing. You have done us all proud. Commodore West out.”


  James could only sit back in relief. He had known the PR battle back on Earth hadn’t been going well for the Chinese government. His uncle’s ploy to make it look to the rest of mankind that the Chinese had discovered the Void second and then were trying to steal it all for themselves, had worked perfectly. Even many of the Chinese populace hadn’t believed their government’s claims to have gotten there first. Those who did, then had to deal with the fact that their government had broken the UN Interplanetary Act. To make matters worse, on the same day news of the unprovoked attack on the British convoy had hit. RSNI had ensured that the recordings of the battle from the only surviving ship had been uploaded to the datanet. The Chinese government had tried to block their populace from seeing it but RSNI had made sure it was available. As the war had progressed, news of the nuclear bombardment of the colony on Excalibur had infuriated everyone. Only the officers involved in the first battle of Excalibur knew it had been a fake colony and they were all sworn to secrecy. James had no doubt that the visuals from Drake’s encounter with the Chinese destroyers at New Stockholm had also been made available to the Chinese populace. The images of a warship firing on a fully loaded and undefended colony ship was sure to have had an effect on the war spirit of the Chinese people. If the other raiders had been as successful as Ghost and Raptor, things would have been getting very difficult for the senior Politburo members before the end.


  After he allowed the message to play throughout the ship a third time, James noticed he had also received orders to dock Raptor at the repair station. After that he was to appear on board Commodore West’s ship. He passed on the information to Gupta and Romanov and then ordered Gupta to open communications with the station to inform them of Raptor’s needs. Once that was done James called his steward. It would take another four hours to dock with the repair station. He wanted to prepare a celebratory meal for his lieutenants before they got there.


  #
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  TWO HOURS AFTER DOCKING with the repair station, James sat in the reception area of Commodore West’s office aboard Avenger. Lightfoot had already been in with the commodore for almost an hour. No doubt she wanted to go over everything with him first and then get James’ perspective separately to make sure she had covered every angle. She would be expected to send her own report back to the Admiralty with those of Lightfoot and James.


  Coming out Lightfoot grinned at James and came over to shake his hand. “It’s good to see you in person again, Captain. There were a few moments back there I wasn’t sure either of us would be seeing home again!”


  “I know the feeling, sir,” James replied. “Maybe you’ll take me up on the offer of a drink this time once I’m done with the commodore?”


  “I think I can do that, but you better go on into the commodore, she doesn’t like to be kept waiting. Contact me when you are finished with her,” Lightfoot said as he pushed James toward the entrance to Commodore West’s office.


  For the next forty-five minutes James went over every detail of the mission with the commodore. She made him go over the ambush on the convoy twice as Lightfoot hadn’t been able to tell her anything about that. After she was satisfied, she turned to the subject of Raptor’s repairs.


  “We lost a third of our starboard crew quarters. Missile tubes three and four are also completely destroyed. New tubes will have to be installed. We’ve sealed the damaged sections of the hull but if we take another missile hit in the same place it will likely split us in two. Having spoken with the commander of the repair station I think our point-defenses can be brought back to near enough ninety-five percent efficiency. Our offensive capabilities will need the work of a repair yard back at Britannia or Earth though.”


  As she considered her options, West tapped her fingers on her desk. Her long blonde hair had been tied up tight at the back and her face seemed to almost always be set in a scowl. James knew she could smile but her default expression was one of somber seriousness. She reminded him of one of the dorm superintendents he had had back at boarding school. Her expression ensured that he and his friends had always known their place and were aware that crossing her would bring swift punishment. Everyone had been afraid of being caught up to no good by the superintendent. James felt the same way with West.


  Finally, she came to a decision. “News of the ceasefire reached us three days ago. Admiral Cunningham has informed Admiral Zheng of the ceasefire although he has withheld the news about the change in government. Admiral Zheng is fiercely loyal to former Chinese Defense Minister Quin and if he knew there was still fighting going on he would be likely to break orbit immediately and head back to Chinese space. If he couldn’t re-establish the now defunct Politburo members back into power, he might try to set himself up as a dictator. He now has almost thirty percent of the Chinese fleet under his command.


  “While we might be under cease fire conditions the Admiralty also sent orders that we are not allowed to let the admiral return to Chinese space, at least not unless he relinquishes command of the fleet. Admiral Cunningham has already sent back to Earth requesting an official Chinese representative be sent to the Void to relieve Zheng of command. Yet that could take weeks. In the meantime, we’re not even sure if Zheng believes there really is a cease-fire. He may think it is just a ploy.


  “In light of all this I’m afraid I can’t send you out of the Void yet. We will need every ship we can get if Zheng tries to make a break out. The Admiralty is already dispatching reinforcements as they become available, but they will be coming in drips and drabs. I want you to go back to Raptor and make every effort to speed up the repairs. I’ll be taking Avenger to join up with Admiral Cunningham in two days. Ghost will be joining me, and I want you to follow as soon as you are able. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” James said as he stood, recognizing that the interview had come to an end.


  Before he could turn to leave though West reached into a drawer and removed something. “This came for you. I was asked to deliver it to you personally,” she said.


  It was a message packet. The standard packet used by the RSN to transport personal items to ships in space. James occasionally received ones from his mother as she sent him items she thought would be useful on board a ship. Though they had never come via a commodore before. Taking it, James saw it required a DNA scan in order to open. Another safety precaution he hadn’t seen before. “I suggest you wait until you return to Raptor to open it, it looks important.”


  “Aye, sir,” James said as he saluted and walked out of the commodore’s office.


  #
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  ONCE OUTSIDE, JAMES contacted Lightfoot and arranged to stop by Ghost for a drink before returned to Raptor. He enjoyed getting to know the captain in a more informal setting but all the while his mind was on the message packet. Having spent just enough time with Lightfoot so as not to appear rude, James excused himself and retuned to Raptor.


  Making his way to his personal quarters, he informed his steward that he didn’t want to be disturbed. Sitting down at his desk James set the package in front of him. Slowly he pressed his finger to the scanner and it took a small skin sample to confirm his DNA. A few seconds later it opened to reveal an old-style paper envelope. It was something James hadn’t seen in person before, but he easily recognized it from the holovids he had seen back on Earth. As he lifted it out, he could see his name written on the front of the envelope. The handwriting was unmistakable. It was Christine’s.


  James heart began to beat faster. He hadn’t received a single communication from her since he last left Earth. He had hoped for one when he had returned to Excalibur from New Stockholm, but nothing had been waiting for him. When one hadn’t been sent to Raptor when they had returned from the raid into Chinese space he had begun to worry. He had feared the King had finally managed to talk Christine out of their relationship.


  Carefully he opened the letter. It faintly smelt of her perfume and before he began to read it, he held it up to his nose. Then he looked down and began to read.


  



  My dearest James,


  



  Even as I write to you, tears roll down my cheeks. Since the day we met almost five years ago, you have been the only love of my heart. I still remember our walk through the rose gardens like it was yesterday. You know I don’t care about your family history or your wealth or political power. My dream, our dream, has always been about more than that.


  



  I write to you now because I have to tell you our dream is over. You’ve been on the front lines of this war since it started. You know what it has cost, the lives that have been lost.


  



  Since childhood, I have been raised to be a princess. My life has never been my own. Every move has been watched. Everything I have ever done has been planned. My purpose is to help my family and to strengthen and protect Britain. I now see it was foolish of me to think I could forget about all that when it came to love. I want you to know, no, I need you to know that you weren’t just a rebellious phase. I love you and I will continue to love you. But my love and my marriage aren’t just mine to give. No matter how much both of us want that to be true.


  



  By now you know of the ceasefire that has been called. What you don’t know is that my father, your uncle and the prime minister have been in contact with Minister Na for the last couple of months. Together, they plan to end the war in a way that will bring lasting peace, in a way that will bind our nations closer together. There’s going to be a marriage. Na is single. Father has arranged that as part of the peace deal, we will marry.


  



  Na is planning a dramatic change in the government of China. He will be making the presidency independent from the Politburo and with longer terms. The idea is to provide a system of oversight for the Politburo. If I, a princess, become his wife, it will give legitimacy to his changes. The changes we need to secure a lasting relationship with China. It will also give me a real influence in the running of the country. You know how the Chinese populace loves our monarchy; we have fascinated them since the twenty first century. I won’t allow myself to just be a figurehead; I can have a real impact.


  



  I have to do this. I love you, but I cannot be with you. I can only hope that you will understand. You have your duty. I have watched you fall in love with the RSN and that has made me love you all the more. But I have my duty too. If my marriage can help stop this war, if it can help prevent a future one, then I cannot put myself first. My duty, my people, must come first.


  



  You will always be my first love, my true love, but we cannot have a future. Along with this letter I have included the rose you gave me on the first night we met. I have kept it ever since. You promised me then you would marry me. I’m sorry I am making you break your promise.


  



  As I’m sure you know, we cannot be seen together again. I would ask you not to contact me and to avoid me if we happen to cross paths in the future. There cannot be any hint of a scandal. The official story will be that you were just a childish fling. It will be my official story too, but I could not bear you not knowing the truth.


  



  I hope in time this letter will bring you some comfort. Goodbye James.


  



  In sadness and heartbreak,


  



  Christine


  



  James could hardly take it in; it was as if time had slowed down to a standstill. He reread the letter twice. His hands were shaking so much that he scarcely managed to finish it the second time. As a tear began to run down his cheek, he reached into the packet and removed the case that was inside. He opened it to reveal a pressed rose, preserved between two vacuum-sealed pieces of glass. Below the rose was an inscription Christine had made on the glass along with the date. It was the date of the day they first met and read, ‘James’ promise.’


  In anger, he vigorously shut the case and threw it across the room to smash into the steel bulkhead. With a sob he buried his head in his hands and began to cry uncontrollably. Raptor, her repairs, the war and everything else were forgotten. His future had just disappeared in front of his eyes.
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    Chapter 29


    


  

The Burden of Duty
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    It is strange how we expect the biggest sacrifices from our armed forces and yet never cut them any slack. They are always expected to perform above their best, if they fall short, rather than helping them, we cut them loose.

  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  29 JUNE, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | THE EXCALIBUR SYSTEM


  Lieutenant Gupta sat in a corner of Raptor’s canteen with Lieutenant Romanov. They both had their heads close together and they were speaking in whispers. “It has been over a week,” Gupta complained. “The captain has only been out of his quarters a handful of times. He should be overseeing the repairs. We’re struggling to cover for him. I don’t know how long we can keep this up. The crew know something is going on. Eventually the engineers on the repair station will figure something is wrong and word will spread.”


  “What else can we do? We don’t even know what’s wrong with him,” Romanov said. “Peace is on the horizon, but Raptor will be declared battle worthy in two more days, something needs to change and fast.”


  “I have an idea about what’s wrong, but I don’t know how we can solve it,” Gupta informed Romanov.


  “You do?” he asked surprised.


  “Yes, but you must promise to tell no one,” she said in an even quieter whisper. As Romanov nodded she continued, “You know about the captain’s affair with Princess Christine?”


  “Of course,” Romanov said, “everyone saw the news vids.”


  “Well, James received a messenger packet when we arrived back in Excalibur. I suspect it carried some news about Christine. The King has been doing everything he can to end their relationship. He may have succeeded.”


  “Well, we all have our personal problems. Everyone has to deal with such things. We need our captain back. In two days we’ll be heading back to a war zone. James can’t be in command in his current state. What are you going to do about it?” Romanov asked.


  “Me?” Gupta said, slightly louder than she wanted. Her shock was evident.


  “Yes, you,” Romanov said forcefully. “I will back whatever you do, but you are the first lieutenant. You need to find a way to get through to him or you need to declare him unfit for command. We have to think about the rest of the ship, not just the captain.”


  “You’re right,” Gupta conceded. “But what am I going to do, I can’t just confront him about it? We don’t even know for sure what is wrong with him.


  “We don’t, but maybe there is a way we can find out,” Romanov said. “We need to talk to the captain’s steward. I know Fox fairly well. We have both been on Raptor since she was commissioned. I think we need to pay him a visit.


  #
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  TWO HOURS LATER AND Gupta was sitting at James’ desk in his private office. She was fidgeting nervously. Only a short time ago she and Romanov had cornered Fox. He had been reluctant to speak at first but eventually they had convinced him that they were trying to help the captain. It seemed that James had received a letter in the message packet. Fox hadn’t been able to say any more except that it had been hand written on paper and that it had had a faint smell of expensive perfume. That had been enough to confirm Gupta’s suspicions. The letter could only have come from one person and judging from James’ response it could only have said one thing.


  Now she sat waiting for the captain to emerge from his quarters. He wasn’t expecting her, but she knew if she had requested a meeting he would have denied it. She still hadn’t decided how to approach the subject but with every passing hour Raptor got closer to being ready to depart.


  She continued to tap her fingers nervously for another thirty minutes. Still, she hadn’t come up with a strategy. Eventually she gave up waiting and opened James’ personal computer and keyed it to send him a message saying a high priority communication was awaiting him in his office. It still took him another ten minutes to appear.


  When he did, Gupta was horrified by his appearance. His hair was all over the place, as if he hadn’t tried to straighten it out for days. He clearly hadn’t shaved since he had received the letter a week ago. He had his captain’s trousers on, but his feet were bare and he was wearing nothing above his waist. In his hand he clutched a once crumpled letter, he had obviously tried to straighten out. Gupta assumed it was the letter in question. His eyes were bloodshot, either from a lack of sleep or tears or likely both.


  When James saw the lieutenant a look of anger came across his face. He clutched the letter tighter and moved his hand down to his side slightly hiding it behind his leg and the angle of his body. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.


  James’ anger flipped a switch in Gupta. She had given up the chance of a ship of her own to remain under his command and help him get Raptor fit for battle when he had been promoted to her captain. She had worked tirelessly over the last month on the repairs to the ship. It had been even worse over the last week as she had tried to do his job and hers. Now, when he was failing the men and women who had put their trust in him, he had the audacity to get angry at her!


  “I am here because I still know what it means to do my duty,” she retorted. “I’m here because you need to be reminded of yours.”


  “How dare you talk to me like that,” James said raising his voice to match hers, “I am your captain.”


  “Wrong,” Gupta shouted back, “you were my captain. A man I happily followed into the face of danger at New Stockholm and at Wi and at New Shanghai and in the Paracel shift passage. Have you looked at yourself lately?” Gupta paused for effect and let her gaze wonder over James. In response he unconsciously looked down at his attire.


  “That man I followed isn’t standing before me now,” she continued. Before he could respond, Gupta pointed to the letter he was trying to hide. “Is that the source of your misconduct? A Dear John letter from your princess? You’re not the first person to go through a break up and you’re not the first person to suffer a loss.”


  She started to list off names of crew members who had died under James’ command. She began with those from Drake who had died at New Stockholm and then moved on to Raptor before pausing for breath. “Each of those people had wives and husbands, parents and children. They all suffered a greater loss than you have. And what about the men and women still under your command? Do they mean nothing to you? Do you even care if they die because they have an incompetent captain?”


  As she said that last sentence, Gupta saw something inside James break. His anger turned to despair and he slumped down into the chair behind his desk. His head fell into his hands and he began to sob quietly.


  “You don’t think I care about my crew?” he said between sobs.


  With compassion, she reached across and placed her hand on his forearm, “I know you do. I’ve seen you care for them. I’ve seen you shed a tear over the losses we have suffered. Why are you letting them down now?”


  “You don’t understand, you can’t understand. It’s not about them,” James mumbled before going back to sobbing.


  “You’re wrong. It is about them. You have a duty to them,” Gupta said as she squeezed his forearm


  “Duty? Don’t speak to me about duty!” James said, flicking away Gupta’s hand as his earlier anger threatened to rise up again.


  “I will,” Gupta broke in before James could say anymore. “I will because you swore an oath to your King and country. I will because you have taught me what it means, what it looks like. I will because you have a duty to the 266 men and women under your command. I don’t know what has happened between you and the princess, but it hasn’t changed your duty.”


  In disgust James thrust the letter in front of Gupta, “here, this is what happened. Your duty be damned.”


  As Gupta read the letter she began to understand the depths of James’ hurt. “You were going to marry her?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he replied, “even if it cost me my career.”


  “That’s not true,” Gupta said seeing an opening. “I know you. I know your love for the navy. You wouldn’t abandon those relying on you. Not really. If you didn’t care about us then why are you still here? You have risked your life in battle for the navy, for those under your command, for those in harm’s way. Each time you took your future in your hands and risked your hope of a life with Christine because you knew, as an RSN captain, you had a responsibility, a duty.


  “Did Christine ever begrudge the sense of duty she knew you had when it took you away from her?” Not waiting for a reply Gupta continued. “She didn’t. But now she has a duty. A duty she has had all her life. You cannot expect her to abandon it. No more than she ever expected you to abandon yours. If she had said no to this marriage, she wouldn’t have been the woman you fell in love with. If you truly loved her, if you truly knew her, you would know that she didn’t abandon you. She was caught between doing what she must and what she wanted. If she had chosen you, how do you think she would have lived with herself? She would have been miserable, wracked with guilt.


  “I cannot take this pain away,” she told him. “No one can. But it does get easier. Christine wouldn’t want you to let this destroy you. She would want you to be the man she loved, to do your duty just as she has had to do hers.”


  “And how am I supposed to do that,” James asked. “I’m a mess.”


  Gupta recognized his question for what it was, a plea for help. He wanted to get out of his depression, but he didn’t know how. “One step at a time James, one step at a time,” she said using his given name for the first time since she had entered his office. “First we need to get you washed and dressed. I’m going to call your steward. Come on, up you get,” she said as she walked around and lifted James to his feet.


  Reluctantly, he followed her lead as she walked him back into his quarters. His steward was already waiting there, a look of concern on his face. “Take him into the washroom and get him showered and shaved. Then we’ll get him into his uniform,” Gupta ordered.


  Turning back to James she said, “that’s the first step. The second is a tour of the ship. The crew has been working tirelessly over the last week to complete all the repairs they hadn’t been able to do without the help of the repair station. You’re going to do a tour of the ship and see what they have done for you. They need to see your face and you need to see theirs. You need to remember who you are, the responsibilities you have.”


  As Fox led James into the washroom Gupta activated her personal comms, “Romanov, report to the captain’s quarters in twenty minutes. We’re going to be taking the captain on a tour of the ship to show him how the repairs are going.”


  “Yes, sir,” Romanov replied with more than a hint of relief and pleasure on his voice.


  #
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  TWO DAYS LATER JAMES strode onto the bridge of Raptor. He still felt tired and drained. His eyes were still raw, and he knew he could do with several more nights of sleep. On the inside he felt hollow. The man he had once thought of as James Somerville didn’t seem to exist anymore. At least he had hidden himself deep down away from where James could get to him. Now he just felt numb. Gupta’s words had gotten through to him. Or at least she had made him see Christine’s words in her letter. He had a duty to do. She had understood that. Gupta had reminded him of it, he couldn’t let his crew down. However, the last two days had almost been worse than the previous week. It had taken all the inner strength he could find, just to get out of bed. He had tried his best to put on a brave face, to let the crew see him happy and confident. He knew he had failed. No doubt many of them knew something was deeply wrong with him.


  Still, there had been no sign of any complaints and the work rate had actually increased since his tour of the ship. Deep down James knew that it meant they trusted him. They were willing to follow him, even though he wasn’t at his best. At another time it would have been a great encouragement to him. Now he barely registered it.


  As he sat down, Romanov announced to the bridge for his benefit, “the station’s docking clamps will be released in five minutes.”


  “Very good, Lieutenant, clear us of the station using maneuvering thrusters once the station releases us. When we’re five kilometers clear take us out of orbit and plot a course for V17. We’re going to re-join the fleet.”


  “Comms,” James continued, “open a ship-wide channel for me.”


  “Channel open, sir,” came the reply.


  “Raptor,” James began, “this is your captain speaking. You’ve all worked hard, and our repairs are complete. We’ll be heading to the V17 system. There we’ll be joining the blockade under Admiral Cunningham. Hopefully Admiral Zheng will surrender peacefully but, if not, we need to be ready to fight. Make sure you get some rest over the next few hours. Once we get to V17 we’ll be on permanent standby. Somerville out.”


  As he finished his short speech, James looked over the Gupta. She nodded to him before going back to her duties. James knew he owed her a great debt. She could easily have reported him and relieved him of command. Instead she had risked his anger to help him. She would make a good captain someday, he only hoped she would live to get the opportunity.
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  IT TOOK Raptor seven hours to break orbit and then a further four to jump to the fleet’s coordinates at V17. Admiral Cunningham had most of his heavy ships split into two squadrons. Each squadron was at an opposite end of the system, three light days from the mass shadow. The smaller frigates and survey ships of the fleet were patrolling the edge of V17’s mass shadow, watching the Chinese fleet. Splitting his fleet gave the admiral the greatest degree of flexibility. No matter which way the Chinese Admiral tried to take his fleet out of the system both elements of the British fleet could jump into a blocking position. Usually splitting up a fleet could spell disaster, but this strategy also gave the blockading fleet a chance to intercept any ships that tried to enter the system.


  James had set course for the nearest section of the fleet. Rear Admiral Jensen was in charge and he expected to either be slotted into her squadron or have orders waiting for him to join the second squadron under Admiral Cunningham.


  When his ship had been detected, he had been immediately requested to repair on board Jensen’s battlecruiser Valkyrie. As he had been flown across, James had been able to get a good look at all the ships under Jensen’s command. She had a total of two battlecruisers, four heavy cruisers, five medium and another six light cruisers. There were also thirteen destroyers, one of which was Ghost, and James had spotted at least ten point-defense frigates and corvettes also backing up the heavier ships.


  Once on board, he was immediately shown into Rear Admirals’ office. She stood to greet him and shook his hand. “It’s good to see you again, Captain. I was glad to see that my decision to put you in charge of Raptor proved to have been justified.” As she sat down and motioned for James to do likewise, she studied him for several moments. “Is everything alright? You don’t look too well.”


  “Everything is fine, sir, I have just had some personal issues to deal with. Nothing I can’t handle,” James lied.


  “In that case let me bring you up to speed. In total the Chinese now have two battleships, three battlecruisers, seven heavy, ten medium and twelve light cruisers. They also have almost twenty destroyers and twenty-five frigates. They outnumber us on the larger scale of things but all the skirmishes we have had over the last months have bled them dry when it came to destroyers and frigates. If it comes to a shooting match, they’ll outgun us in terms of sheer numbers, but our better point-defense should more than even the odds. We’re expecting more reinforcements to trickle in as ships can be spared from other sectors as they stand down because of the cease-fire.


  “We’ve also been promised a delegation from China to come out and make sure Zheng keeps the cease fire. As yet he still won’t believe us that his government has called an end to the war. Of course they didn’t, the provisional government has, though he doesn’t need to know that. The bottom line is that if he tries to make a break for it, we are to stop him at all costs. If he manages to get back to Chinese space, he will upset the peace process and possibly throw us back into a full-scale war. Do you have any questions?”


  “No, sir,” James answered, “I’m just eager to get our orders and to begin to integrate into the fleet. The crew of Raptor is raring to go, sir.”


  “Very well, Captain. You’re being assigned to my Valkyrie’s covering flotilla. It’ll be your job to watch my rear. You’ll be joining the point-defense corvette Hope, the flak frigate Defiance and a ship you are well familiar with, HSM Ghost. You can report to my flag captain after we are done here. He will take you through some of the finer details he has worked out with Captain Lightfoot regarding the defense of my flagship. For now, let us go over Admiral Cunningham’s plans if it comes to a large-scale fleet action.”


  When James was finished with the rear admiral, he spent another hour with the flag captain going over the specific positions of the various ships protecting the flagship. He was also advised to make contact with the other captains and commanders of the ships in his flotilla to introduce himself.


  It was standard practice in the RSN that larger capital ships, such as heavy cruisers and battlecruisers, also have their own flotillas of smaller ships protecting them. Typically, two heavy cruisers would form a flotilla that would be filled with other ships ranging from corvettes to destroyers. A single battlecruiser was thought worthy of a flotilla of smaller warships all to herself. If it came to a larger fleet action, the remaining light and medium cruisers were all paired off, with each pair fighting together.


  With the addition of the flak cannon technology to British tactics, Admiral Cunningham had altered the standard RSN battle formations. The idea was that as all the various flotillas joined together to form one combined fleet they would be able to overlap their flak cannon fire, to create a giant wall of shrapnel to fend off incoming missiles. To James, as both Rear Admiral Jensen went over the wider ideas of the various fleet formations and then as her flag captain went over the specifics for their flotilla, it looked like it should work. Though he didn’t know how anyone could command so many ships once the actual fighting broke out and the nice formations began to break up.


  When he finally got back on board Raptor he sent all the data to Gupta for her and Romanov to review. He then went to lie down for a while before he had to go over it for a third time with them.
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    In the era of near instantaneous galactic communications, we forget that it once took weeks and months for orders to be sent from one planet to another. As in the days of sail, this communications lag often meant wars continued to be fought on the frontiers even after peace treaties had been signed.

  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  31JULY, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | OUTER EDGE OF V17 SYSTEM


  James woke with a start. The comms’ unit built into his bed was beeping furiously, demanding his attention. He had been struggling to adjust his sleeping pattern over the last month. His dreams had been haunting him with what he had or could have had with Christine. They were taking a toll on him. Each morning he had to pull himself together before he could go out and face his crew. Fox was the only one who knew just how much he was still struggling but James was confident he could trust his steward.


  Still a bit groggy, he tapped the comms’ unit, “What is it?”


  “Captain. A frigate has just jumped to the fleet from V17.” Romanov informed him. “She’s reporting that a freighter, escorted by a number of small warships, has just jumped into the system. Jensen has ordered us to prepare to jump. She’s taking Valkyrie and her flotilla into the system in pursuit.”


  “I’ll be on the bridge presently,” James replied. “When is the micro jump?


  “Twenty seconds, sir.”


  “Very well, carry on without me until I get there.”


  As James half sprinted from his quarters to the bridge, he felt the subtle shift in the inertial dampeners indicating that Raptor had entered shift space. By the time he had sat down another subtle shift signaled they had reached the edge of the V17 system. With Valkyrie at the center of her flotilla, the ships all began to accelerate along the intercept course Valkyrie’s navigation officer had plotted based on the data from the scouts.


  It only took a matter of seconds for Raptor’s sensors to begin to update the main holo plot of the system. The gravimetric data indicated there were a number of Chinese ships maneuvering around in the inner system. There were too many to really make heads or tails of. Further out it was a different story. All the British scout ships were hiding in stealth and so couldn’t be detected. This meant the freighter and its escorts were the only ships moving. They had obviously altered course slightly from when the scout had detected them. As soon as Valkyrie’s navigation officer spotted the course change, an updated heading was sent to the flotilla and they turned in pursuit.


  It only took the freighter a few seconds to react. Immediately it doubled its acceleration. James was impressed. He hadn’t seen a freighter that could come anywhere close to the acceleration this one was achieving. Obviously someone had upgraded it substantially. As the two escorts accelerated to match its speed the sensor officer was able to get a better read on them.


  “I estimate those two warships to be destroyers, sir.”


  “Stranger and stranger,” James said to the bridge. An upgraded freighter being escorted by two destroyers, whatever or whoever was on board that freighter was obviously important.


  As if by magic, the inner system suddenly came alive with activity. Every ship even remotely close to the incoming freighter began to rapidly accelerate toward it, coming to its aid. “I guess they must have recognized their friend,” Romanov said. “A freighter with such acceleration has to be very rare. It must be known to someone in the Chinese fleet.”


  “Indeed,” James said. As he continued to watch, the two destroyers escorting the freighter began to decelerate. It seemed they wanted to cross swords with Valkyrie and her escorts. They probably hoped to slow Valkyrie down enough to let the freighter escape. They had made a mistake though, potentially a fatal one.


  Rear Admiral Jensen saw the flaw in their plan as well as James, for his command chair beeped to alert him that she was requesting a comm’s link. When he approved the link, he saw Captain Lightfoot had been included as well. “Gentlemen,” she began, “it seems our targets have forgotten about your extra acceleration. When I give the order, I want you two to take off all the safeties and boost to your maximum acceleration. Get your gaseous shields on too and run that freighter down. Whatever they are carrying it must be important. We can’t let them make contact with the Chinese fleet.”


  “Aye, sir,” both James and Lightfoot said in unison. Jensen only nodded and then cut the transmission.


  “Comms, get me the chief,” James requested. Moments later the chief appeared on his command chair holo display. “Chief, we’re going to need everything you can give us from the engines and the reactors. In less than five minutes I’m going to ask you to boost us up to 110 percent military power. We’ll keep holding that acceleration until we reach our maximum velocity.


  The chief looked a little nervous, “We can certainly configure the engines to do that, but Raptor hasn’t been taken to 110 percent since her space trials. Even then it was only for a very short burn to stress test everything. I can’t guarantee what will happen.”


  “I know the risks, Chief,” James replied, “I have every confidence in you. If it looks like there is going to be an overload in the engines you have my permission to reduce power without waiting for authorization.”


  “Yes, sir, I’ll begin making the preparations now then,” the chief said as he closed the comms’ channel.


  With the rate the two Chinese destroyers were decelerating, it only took them fifteen minutes to reach the point of no return. As Valkyrie and her flotilla were accelerating hard after the freighter, which itself was still accelerating to get to its top speed, the destroyers, having lost a great deal of momentum, couldn’t hope to make it back to the freighter. As they crossed the line where they couldn’t reverse course, both Ghost and Raptor shot forward from the flotilla. They both angled away from the approaching Chinese warships to remain out of their missile range. Immediately, the two Chinese ships tried to alter course to intercept the two British destroyers, but it was easy for James and Lightfoot to keep altering their course to keep them at arm’s length. The differing velocities meant that the Chinese ships had no chance of catching them.


  Whoever was commanding the freighter quickly realized their mistake, for the freighter increased its acceleration again. They must have taken the safeties off their engines for the freighter shot forward with another five percent increase in its acceleration. When the plot updated, it was clear to James the freighter still wasn’t going to make it to the ships coming up out of the inner system in time. What did concern James was that both Ghost and Raptor were close to getting into trouble themselves. After catching the freighter, they would have to decelerate hard if they were to get back out of the system before the Chinese warships coming out to greet them got into range. If either ship encountered a problem with their engines they might not be able to escape.


  Over the next ten minutes, slowly but surely Ghost and Raptor began to overhaul the freighter. James had been analyzing the freighter closely on the visual images they were now getting. He was looking for any other surprises the upgraded freighter might have. It was clearly armed with a lot more point-defense weapons than the typical freighter.


  As Romanov reported that Valkyrie had opened fire James switched his attention back to the battle with the two Chinese destroyers. They were both accelerating hard, right for the battlecruiser. The commanders had clearly accepted their failure to protect the freighter and were trying to get into plasma cannon range of the battlecruiser to at least do some damage to her. It seemed they were unlikely to succeed, as twenty-three missiles from Valkyrie and the rest of her flotilla homed in on the two destroyers. In response, they fired off ten missiles of their own. James knew the point-defenses of Valkyrie alone could handle that many, with the flak frigate and the point-defense corvette cruising along beside her, they would pose no threat.


  The closing speed of the two groups of ships ensured that the missiles from Valkyrie reached the Chinese ships before they could fire off another salvo. Their point-defenses put up a good fight destroying fifteen of the incoming missiles, but the rest enveloped both ships in a shroud of nuclear explosions. James couldn’t make out if any of the missiles got a direct hit but as the sensors cleared it didn’t matter. Both destroyers were drifting wrecks. As James watched, a secondary explosion aboard one ripped what was left of the ship in two. The other one was clearly trying to arrest its erratic spin with its maneuvering thrusters but there weren’t enough of them left to succeed. Suddenly a number of escape pods began to launch from it. James guessed the captain had given up saving the ship and was getting his crew off before the British ships came into plasma range.


  “Sir,” Romanov said to get his attention, “Captain Lightfoot has sent over a firing plan for your approval.”


  “Thank you,” James acknowledged. He then brought up the plan. Lightfoot wanted both Ghost and Raptor to turn broadside onto the freighter once they got into range and fire four missiles each. Cutting their acceleration would let the freighter get away but there was no way it could survive a salvo of eight missiles.


  “Tell him I approve,” James ordered. The he turned to the navigation officer, “Jackson, make the turn when Ghost gives the order. Romanov, be ready to fire.”


  Less than a minute later, eight missiles streaked out after the frigate. Ghost and Raptor then began to decelerate to allow themselves to escape the approaching Chinese warships that would be out for revenge. The flight time of the missiles was going to be over twenty-five minutes as the freighter was continuing to pile on speed. As the time passed, James continued to watch the freighter on the visual feed. A number of compartments opened to reveal extra point-defense plasma cannons. In total, the freighter seemed to have the defenses of a frigate. Still it would have real difficulty dealing with eight missiles.


  Sure enough, as the freighter’s point-defenses began to engage the missiles they weren’t able to destroy them quick enough. Five missiles made it through its defenses and two scored direct hits. As the sensor feeds cleared up after the explosions there was no sign of the freighter or of any escape pods.


  “Sir,” the comms’ officer called out. “I’m picking up a transmission from the freighter. It must have sent it out just seconds before being destroyed. It contains a visual feed and a large data packet. Neither has been encrypted.”


  James wasn’t surprised. It would have been very hard for a civilian to get a Chinese military data encrypter, even for someone who was obviously able to get their hands on military grade plasma cannons. “Put the visual on screen, then give me a rundown of the data packet,” James commanded.


  An image of a young Chinese man appeared. James reckoned he couldn’t be more than mid-twenties. He spoke in Chinese, but the computer’s translation program put subtitles onto the visual image. “Father,” he began, “I’ve tried to contact you, but all my attempts were intercepted. This was the last thing I could think of. There has been a coup. Minister Na has overthrown the Politburo and is trying to make peace with the British. He has arrested many of the senior military officers loyal to Chang for war crimes and has confiscated most of our wealth. I couldn’t stop him. I’m sorry for failing you. I have shamed our family, I only hope you can use this information to undo my shame.”


  This wasn’t good, James knew. The young man must have been Admiral Zheng’s son. The Admiral wasn’t going to take his death well. What would he do now that he knew about the coup? There was no chance he would surrender, not if the only thing that awaited him was prison. “How long until the message reaches the admiral’s battleship in orbit.” James asked the comms’ officer.


  “It will take the transmission another three hours, sir,” she replied.


  “I guess we better get ready then. I think things are about get interesting.”


  When the message reached Valkyrie, Jensen came to the same conclusion. She immediately sent a transmission to the courier ships that had jumped in with her flotilla. One was to inform Admiral Cunningham of the development. The other was to inform the rest of her squadron back at their position outside the V17 system and then to go on to Excalibur to order any ships that had arrived there to come straight to V17. A battle was surely approaching.
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  BACK AT THE SQUADRON’S rendezvous point the next four hours were frantic. Every ship was taking its turn to come alongside the resupply freighters as they topped up their fuel and weapons. Regular updates kept coming from the scouts in the system as the Chinese fleet gathered itself, clearly intending to try and break out of the blockade.


  At last the message came through. The Chinese fleet was taking a direct line for the shift passage back to Chinese space. Admirals Cunningham and Jensen had worked out plans for every eventuality. In this case, each section of the fleet would jump to a prearranged point and get into formation before jumping into the system to confront the Chinese fleet.


  The number of ships forming up overawed James when they jumped to the fleet assembly area. Admiral Cunningham had four battlecruisers under his command; combined with their flotillas they constituted more ships than James had ever seen in one place. The smaller cruisers and destroyers that were taking up position along the outer edge of the fleet further bolstered the numbers. Jensen’s squadron slotted in at the back of the fleet to inflate its numbers to an even more impressive level. In total six battlecruisers prepared to jump into the V17 system. Whatever happened, James knew this was going to be the biggest space battle in human history.


  His role was likely to be rather small. The battle computers aboard Valkyrie would direct the fire of the point-defenses of the flagship’s flotilla. Jensen would also be designating targets for her ships to attack together. Only if the flagship were damaged would James have to step in and take direct control of how his ship was fought.


  There was a moment of silence as the fleet waited for another scout ship to jump in and give them the latest flight vectors of the Chinese ships. When it did, every ship was updated with new jump coordinates from Admiral Cunningham’s flagship. A timer appeared on the main holo display. They would be jumping in two minutes.


  Before they did, Admiral Cunningham made a fleet wide transmission. His face appeared on the main holo display above the countdown. “Men and women of the fleet. We already have a cease-fire with the Chinese, but you all know the situation before us. If this Chinese fleet gets back to their home space, they will reverse the changes taking place in China. Full-scale war will resume. That means that the real peace must be won here, today. I cannot guarantee we all will make it home safely. But that is not why we signed up to the Royal Space Navy. We signed up to protect our families, our homes and our country. That’s what we are here to do today. Britain expects every man and woman to do their duty. I know you will give of your best. For King and Country,” Admiral Cunningham closed with a salute.


  Despite everything that had happened James found himself saluting and repeating the admiral’s last phrase with everyone else on board Raptor. No one could miss the historical reference to Britain’s greatest Admiral. They had a tradition to live up too.


  Thirty seconds after the admiral’s speech, the fleet jumped into shift space. The jump itself only lasted a handful of seconds. Then, once again, James found himself accelerating into the V17 system. The Chinese fleet had already been heading out of the system for the last two hours. They had reached the maximum speed of their battleships and were clearly still hoping they would be able to fight their way past whatever British ships appeared to engage them.


  Admiral Cunningham had come into the system in a way that would allow his ships to loop around the advancing Chinese ships and come up alongside them. That way the two fleets wouldn’t pass one another but would instead slowly converge. As a result, the Chinese fleet would be within missile range of the British ships for an hour before they would reach the system’s mass shadow. The Chinese Admiral could try and veer away from the British fleet but doing so would take him away from the shortest route to the mass shadow. In turn, Admiral Cunningham could alter course and keep with the Chinese fleet, actually prolonging the time they would be in missile range. Admiral Zheng had no choice. If he wanted to try and get back to Chinese space he had to fight his way out. This was the British philosophy drilled into all her officers from the academy. When an enemy needed to be stopped, it was the duty of His Majesty’s ships to lay alongside the enemy and hold them in their sights for as long as possible. One way or another the battle would end in a decisive outcome.


  For the next two hours, James had to sit back and watch the two fleets slowly converge. He had read about many famous navel battles in the past and the firsthand accounts always mentioned the waiting. Both fleets knew they now had to destroy the other to live. Neither Admiral planned to back off. Yet everyone on board each ship of the fleet had to sit and wait. There was nothing that could be done until they got within range of each other. James tried to keep his crew busy. He ran a few firing drills to make sure everyone was on their toes. Then an hour before the battle he made sure everyone got a chance to go to the canteen and eat and take a five-minute break from their battle stations.


  Finally, the firing orders began to come in. Cunningham had decided that the first two salvos would be aimed at the smaller Chinese ships. Then, once the point-defenses of the Chinese fleet had been weakened, the battleships and battlecruisers would be targeted until they surrendered or were destroyed. If they could take out the main ships of the Chinese fleet, with their senior commanders, it was likely the rest might give up and surrender.


  It was the British ships that broke the silence first. Six hundred missiles poured out of their missile tubes and began to accelerate toward the Chinese fleet. A couple of minutes later the Chinese responded. James couldn’t count all the missiles the gravimetric plot was showing but the computer estimated there to be at least 720. The battle had begun.
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Sacrifice
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    In the end history has taught us that all wars boil down to one simple thing, kill the enemy before he kills you. If you cannot achieve this, do the next best thing...

  


  
    -Excerpt from Empire Rising, 3002 AD

  


  31 JULY, 2465 AD | HMS RAPTOR | OUTER EDGE OF V17 SYSTEM


  As James watched the first missile salvo crash into the Chinese fleet, he knew they had used their time since the first battle of Excalibur well. All the smaller British ships had fired at least one of their penetrator missiles, while the larger ships were keeping theirs for the third salvo. Even so, a lot less British missiles managed to get through the Chinese ships’ point-defenses than expected. Only one medium cruiser and three destroyers were destroyed. A light cruiser had also been damaged enough to cause it to begin to fall behind its comrades. As it did, it disappeared from Raptor’s targeting priorities. Any ships that dropped out of the Chinese fleet could be ignored and picked off later. The objective was to stop any of them reaching the edge of the system’s mass shadow.


  Next it was the turn of the Chinese missiles to get their chance at causing damage. Their 720 missiles were first reduced to less than two hundred by the flak guns. Only fifteen actually managed to break through the inner point-defense fire to lock onto targets. ECM jamming confused three more but the final twelve found targets. Three destroyers disappeared as they each took a direct hit, one, hit twice, left no trace of itself after the explosions cleared. A heavy cruiser was rocked by two proximity hits but continued on, shrugging off the damage. Two light cruisers weren’t so lucky; as each took a proximity hit, they began to register some serious damage on the fleet status screen. Further explosions amongst the fleet took out four frigates and a corvette.


  Immediately, the smaller ships of the fleet began to reposition themselves to best fill the gaps in the point-defense fire that had been opened up by the losses. Once in position, every ship fired as one and the third salvo of British missiles, now reduced by over forty compared to the first, began to tear their way across the gap between the two fleets. The second salvo, fired before the Chinese missiles began to explode amongst them, was already getting into range of the Chinese fleet.


  Again, the Chinese point-defenses served them well. Of the initial six hundred, only twenty managed to get close enough to detonate against a target. This time, three light cruisers and two destroyers were destroyed or severely damaged. Crucially, eight frigates were taken out as direct or even proximity hits ensured the fragile ships disintegrated. James had to pump his fists. The Chinese point-defense fire was being whittled away.


  His jubilation was short lived when the next Chinese salvo came crashing into the British fleet. One medium cruiser was destroyed and one of Admiral Cunningham’s battlecruisers took two proximity hits from what appeared to be the heavier battleship missiles. With almost a third more explosive firepower than the smaller cruiser missiles, the British battlecruiser lost five of her missile tubes and was struggling to stay in formation.


  For another twenty minutes the two fleets continued to pound each other. After each salvo more and more ships dropped out of formation from each fleet. Raptor barely managed to dodge a missile that had beaten her point-defenses and Valkyrie had taken at least one proximity hit. Their flotilla had also lost its flak frigate to a direct hit.


  James already felt himself losing tactical awareness of the battle. It was hard to determine how it was going. Ships were constantly changing positions to fill in gaps and present the most effective defense. At other times ships he had thought had survived the latest salvo, were simply gone the next time he looked at the plot. It was likely they had brushed off a hit only to find their damaged systems had overloaded. Still, as far as he could tell they were beginning to get the upper hand. He had seen each of the two battleships take proximity hits and the whole Chinese fleet had been forced to reduce their speed to allow one of the battleships to stay in formation. One of the battlecruisers had also pulled out of formation. It had taken a number of proximity hits and then, when the first heavy cruiser of the battle had exploded, a part of its nose section had collided with the battlecruiser.


  “New orders coming in,” shouted the comms’ officer. “The fleet is to adjust course to heading five four two point three.”


  James checked the new heading. Admiral Cunningham was veering away from the Chinese fleet to keep the range open. He clearly thought the British ships were getting the better of the missile engagement. He didn’t want to give the Chinese a chance to close to plasma range.


  Just moments after the British fleet came onto a new heading and fired another salvo of missiles, the Chinese reacted. Their speed told James that it was a prearranged maneuver. Almost all of the Chinese fleet came onto a new heading that didn’t just compensate for the British change in course but actually meant the Chinese ships were closing the gap to the British. Three ships didn’t follow the course change though. A battleship accompanied by two heavy cruisers turned away from the British fleet. James guessed Admiral Zheng was on board the battleship. He was sacrificing the remainder of his fleet in order to escape back to China.


  That left Admiral Cunningham an almost impossible decision to make. If he turned his ships after the fleeing Chinese battleship, he would be presenting his bow to the main Chinese force. They would be able to fire missile salvos and soon plasma bolts at the British fleet while Cunningham’s ships could only respond with their bow weapons. Typically, only half of an RSN navy’s plasma cannons could actually target forward threats and even the battlecruisers only had four bow missile tubes each.


  That meant that if Cunningham wanted to stop Zheng from escaping, his fleet would have to go through the main Chinese force, and fast. He could stand off and hammer them to pieces. Certainly they now had the numerical advantage. Yet as James did the calculations it was clear that unless they got some lucky hits and took out the Chinese ships quickly it would take too long. Admiral Zheng would be able to escape. The only other option was to close to plasma range. Yet there was no guarantee that any of the British ships would come out of a plasma duel undamaged. They would certainly take heavy losses and even then the survivors may not be in a position to catch the fleeing Chinese ships.


  It seemed like Cunningham had to choose between keeping his fleet and protecting the Chinese reforms being made under Na. He couldn’t do both. James certainly didn’t know how he would make the decision, if he were in charge.


  Before Cunningham made a move, Rear Admiral Jensen reacted. “Sir,” Romanov called worriedly. “Valkyrie is breaking formation. She’s turning toward the fleeing Chinese ships! Wait, Ghost is following.”


  Immediately, James knew what she was doing. Being at the back of the fleet Valkyrie could risk turning her bow to the Chinese fleet. On her new heading they wouldn’t be able to get into plasma range before Jensen could bypass them.


  “Take us after them,” James ordered. It was a suicide mission. There was no doubt about it. If the main Chinese fleet didn’t bother sending any missiles their way, the battleship and two heavy cruisers would probably finish them off anyway.


  “Signal from Churchill,” Sub Lieutenant Beckford at the comms’ station called. “Valkyrie and her escorts are to return to formation.”


  “Sir, what shall I do?” the navigation officer asked.


  “Keep station with Valkyrie, we’re only turning back if she does,” James answered.


  It only took a few moments for Jensen herself to contact James. When he opened the comms’ link he saw Lightfoot had been included in the discussion. “This is my fight, I have unfinished business with Zheng. I’m ordering both of you to return to the fleet immediately,” she said as crossly as she could.


  Lightfoot was the first to respond, “sorry, sir, you’re breaking up.” Before Jensen could say anything more, Lightfoot cut the transmission from Ghost. Jensen was left staring at James. She tried to say something further, but James cut his own transmission as well.


  “Sir,” the comms’ officer said as she waved him toward the main holo display. “A message is coming in from Ghost. It’s text only.


  Across the main screen came the message from Lightfoot.


  She’s planning to close to plasma range. Our smaller guns won’t be effective but without our flak cannons she won’t get close enough to do any damage. It’s our job to screen the flagship, so let’s make sure Jensen gets to where she wants to go.


  “Send an acknowledgement,” James ordered. The gravity of the situation suddenly hit him. Jensen had nothing to gain and everything to lose. There wasn’t much chance Valkyrie would survive once she got into plasma range of the battleship’s heavy guns. Why was she so willing to sacrifice her life to stop this Chinese commander? Even if he got away what damage could he actually do with a battleship and two heavy cruisers? Then he realized. Duty. It was her sense of duty that drove her. She had seen the impossible situation Admiral Cunningham had been placed in. He had to choose between losing most of his fleet and letting Zheng escape. Jensen had taken the choice away from him and, in doing so, protected the rest of the fleet. He was reminded of an old navy saying, if you can’t kill your enemy before he kills you, do the next best thing, take him down with you.


  Suddenly, James realized that he had only been playing at being a naval officer before. All his life he had always had other things that were his priority, his family, his reputation, his future, and Christine. The common factor was that they all revolved around him. Even when he had made command decisions that everyone had applauded him for, he had still been acting to win approval, to further his career, his standing. Now he saw what a true sense of duty looked like, what true valor looked like. Jensen was going to sacrifice herself to save the fleet. Momentarily his thoughts turned to Christine. She had chosen her duty, to put herself second and others first. Now he understood.


  “Captain,” Romanov called breaking into his thoughts, “we have another message from Admiral Cunningham. He’s threatening us all with a court martial if we don’t turn back. What shall I do?”


  James realized he too now had a decision to make. Did he simply follow orders? or did he do what his sense of duty dictated? He was about to take his crew to almost certain death against orders. Yet he knew it was the right choice.


  “Keep us steady, Lieutenant Romanov,” James said calmly. “This is what we came here to do. Let’s be about it.”


  “Yes, sir,” Romanov said. “We’ll give them hell.” He was grinning as he shouted.


  James couldn’t help but get caught up in his enthusiasm, “that we will. Lieutenant.”


  Over the next few minutes Jensen tried repeatedly to raise either James or Lightfoot on a comm’s channel. Both refused to acknowledge her call. Eventually she gave up; the next communication from Valkyrie was a set of targeting data. Charging straight after the fleeing Chinese ships meant that neither group could fire their broadside missile tubes. Jensen wanted to target one of the heavy cruisers with all their bow missile tubes. Valkyrie had four while Raptor and Ghost had one each. The battleship would shrug off salvos of six missiles all day, but the heavy cruiser Jensen had targeted had already taken a couple of hits. It was possible they could sneak a missile or two in through its defenses.


  Even though it would obviously indicate that there was nothing wrong with his communication array, James acknowledged the orders. When the timer to fire counted down to zero, six missiles shot off from the three British ships toward one of the heavy cruisers. In return, the Chinese ships fired ten missiles back from their stern tubes. Both sets of ships managed to destroy the missiles before they did any harm. Neither was deterred though, for as soon as they were ready more missiles came pouring out of the British and Chinese ships.


  After the second round of missile salvos was destroyed, the navigation officer on board Raptor called out, “Captain, Valkyrie is increasing her speed, she must be giving her engines everything she has got.”


  “Contact Chief O’Neil, tell him we need to match speeds with the flagship. Increase our acceleration as soon as you can,” James ordered.


  As James watched, the flagship slowly edged ahead of the two destroyers. Lightfoot had obviously anticipated Jensen’s idea for Ghost was soon catching her. Impatiently, James had to wait another thirty seconds before Raptor’s acceleration increased enough to match the other two ships. When she slotted back into formation both destroyers received a text message from the flagship.


  “You are both too stubborn for your own good.”


  Alongside that message James had also received a message from the chief engineer. Valkyrie was the newest battlecruiser to have left the Vulcan shipyards. Her acceleration was impressive indeed. Chief O’Neil estimated that the destroyer’s engines wouldn’t last more than twenty minutes at the current rate. Raptor simply couldn’t keep up with the flagship for long. Quickly James sent a message back informing the chief that they would get into plasma cannon range in thirty minutes, the engines could blow up after that for all he cared but they had to last that long.


  Five minutes later, as the fourth salvo crashed into the Chinese ships, a cheer went up on the bridge of Raptor. A single missile had punched through their defenses and scored a proximity hit on the Chinese heavy cruiser. Its speed didn’t falter but when the Chinese fired their next salvo it had clearly lost one of its stern missile tubes, for only nine missiles streaked toward the pursuing British ships.


  Ten more minutes passed as the two groups of ships continued to exchange missile salvos. Valkyrie brushed off another proximity hit, and they managed to get another hit on the heavy cruiser. It visibly wobbled as James watched and then began to lose speed.


  Just then the data on the holo screen began to change. “Captain, the Chinese ships are slowing. They’re turning, sir!” Romanov shouted.


  Immediately, James knew what Admiral Zheng planned. He had accepted they couldn’t drive off the pursuing Valkyrie before she got into plasma cannon range. He couldn’t risk that, so he was slowing and turning to present his broadside missiles tubes toward Valkyrie. Given the current speed of Valkyrie, the Chinese would be able to get off one and maybe even two broadsides before the range closed enough to allow the plasma cannons to join the fight. To confirm his suspicions, seventy-four missiles erupted from the Chinese ships and began to accelerate toward Valkyrie.


  A notification told him Lightfoot had opened a comm’s channel. “It looks like we’re going to have to earn our pay today,” he began. “Valkyrie needs to get through this storm or else we have wasted ourselves. I’m taking Ghost as close as I can to the flagship. She’s a good ship I’m sure she can handle a hit or two.”


  James knew his talk was all bravado. Even a proximity hit from the battleship’s large missiles would likely end either Ghost or Raptor.


  Without a hint that he didn’t believe what he was saying Lightfoot continued, “You’ve studied the trick Villeneuve used at the second battle of New France? I’ve suggested to Jensen we do the same; it might buy us a little time. I’ll send you the targeting data now.”


  “Yes,” James agreed, “I’ll bring Raptor in to join you. If we survive this, it’s my turn to buy the drinks. Raptor over.”


  As Valkyrie, Ghost and Raptor continued to accelerate toward the Chinese ships, the closing speed of the incoming missiles didn’t give them long to prepare. When the missiles were only four minutes out, the British ships fired their bow missile tubes for the last time. The six missiles accelerated for only a minute before they exploded just in front of the approaching Chinese missiles. Of the seventy-four, five were destroyed in the blast, six more had their targeting sensors fried and lost lock on the British ships. Sixty-three raced on into a hail of explosions as the flak cannons threw up a wall of shrapnel to fend them off. As all the missiles were targeted at Valkyrie, they came in as a tight cluster allowing the flak rounds to tear through them, taking out over thirty. The closer in point-defenses filled space with plasma bolts and then AM missiles. Still six got through. At that moment Ghost and Raptor turned their ECM up to full. As all three British ships were in such close proximity, two missiles were momentarily confused. It was long enough for them to fly past the ships and explode. The remaining four didn’t lose their targeting lock and came crashing in. Ghost took a direct hit that was meant for Valkyrie. The missile penetrated her valstronium armor and detonated in Ghost’s stern, knocking out her engines and sending her into a spin, luckily it took her away from Valkyrie. It must have been a missile from one of the heavy cruisers, for a battleship missile would have obliterated the whole ship.


  A single proximity hit wracked Raptor; thankfully it was far enough away that the blast didn’t get though her armor. Most of her starboard point-defense weapons were burnt off the hull and alarms began to squeal from multiple terminals on the bridge, indicating the concussive force of the explosions had still caused some severe internal damage.


  Valkyrie took a direct hit on her port side amidships. Six missile tubes were knocked out and large sections of the ship began to vent atmosphere. The last Chinese missile also got proximity hits on the battlecruiser but her thick valstronium armor managed to hold, preventing any serious damage.


  As James was surveying the damage to his ship, he missed Jensen’s next move. It was Romanov who was the first to spot it, “Captain, Valkyrie is accelerating again, she can’t possibly hold that acceleration for long, she’ll blow her engines.”


  Looking at the holo display, James saw Romanov was right. Valkyrie was pulling away from Raptor again. As the projected course updated he saw that Jensen would get into plasma range before another missile salvo from the Chinese could reach her. They would never have survived another one. Jensen had to take the risk of either overloading her engines or causing a reactor meltdown.


  “What shall we do, sir?” Romanov called, “we can’t match her speed now.”


  Before James could answer, he received a communication from the Rear Admiral. “Turn back immediately, protect Ghost, that’s an order Somerville. She’s a sitting duck without any defenses. Get her crew off before something else happens to her. You can’t help me now; your plasma cannons won’t be able to penetrate the battleship’s armor at the range mine can. My crew has sent their last messages for home across to you. Tell your uncle I hope I made him proud. Now go, don’t let our sacrifice be in vain!” she shouted before switching off the comms’ channel.


  James was momentarily frozen. He had already consigned himself to dying. Their mad dash after the battleship hadn’t seemed like it would end any other way. Now he had been offered a lifeline. But did he want to take it? Dying would be so much easier than going on, what had he to live for? But if he let his ship be destroyed, it would be a mockery to Jensen’s sacrifice. Valkyrie was dying for a purpose. How could he let his ship die for nothing? Yet he still needed something to live for. For a few desperate seconds he hesitated.


  As his conflicting thoughts tugged at him, finally one side won out. Jensen had shown him what real valor, what a real sense of duty looked like. That was what he had to live for, to honor her sacrifice by living for what she exemplified, what he wanted to have in himself.


  As he ordered Raptor to turn and decelerate to come alongside Ghost James couldn’t help smiling. His uncle had obviously gotten to Jensen too. He was sure it wasn’t through old-books but whatever method he had used, it had been just as effective. After the first book he had read almost two years ago now, he had laughed at the idealized view of a naval officer the book had presented. By the end of the books, he had hoped it could be true. Now he knew, he had seen it in Jensen. He only hoped he could live up to her example one day too.


  After he made sure the navigation officer had put Raptor on the right course toward Ghost and Gupta had the damage under control, James set himself to watch Jensen’s last moments. He willed himself to take in every last detail; this was something he didn’t want to forget.


  In vain the Chinese ships fired another volley of missiles. For a moment James was worried that some had been targeted at the two damaged destroyers but as Raptor’s computers projected their trajectories it was clear they were all heading for Valkyrie.


  Twenty seconds before the battlecruiser got into plasma cannon range escape pods began streaking away from the ship. Somehow James didn’t think Jensen was aboard them. She had likely ordered everyone who wasn’t necessary for the operation of the plasma cannons to abandon ship. Once they were clear Valkyrie opened fire. She carried four twin turrets of heavy plasma cannons. Four bolts streaked out toward the Chinese battleship. They all struck its stern, driving through the valstronium armor and ripping apart its engines and power transfer couplings. Each heavy cruiser also had two bolts targeted at it. One, already damaged, exploded as one of the plasma bolts hit something vital. The other cruiser immediately began to lose acceleration, indicating that the bolts aimed at its engines had found their mark.


  For a few moments James feared the battleship would still get away as it seemed to continue on its course unfazed by the hits. Then one and then another secondary explosion tore through the stern of the ship and immediately its acceleration dropped to zero. It wasn’t going anywhere soon.


  Looking at the Chinese ships James had missed Valkyrie’s fate but with a tap of his fingers he replayed the visuals. The Chinese ships had fired their plasma cannons less than a second after Valkyrie’s. The bolts had passed each other in space before more than twenty collided with Valkyrie. On the visual she seemed to simply fall apart. At least five of the bolts tore right through the ship and appeared out the other side. The others caused so much damage that Valkyrie lost all structural integrity. The acceleration from her engines immediately caused her to break apart. The engines themselves actually accelerated through the ship until they collided with the reactor compartment. The resulting destruction from four fission reactors exploding blinded Raptor’s sensors. When the feed came back on there was nothing of Valkyrie to be seen.


  As he stopped the playback of the recording, James bowed his head. You did it, he thought to himself. Now we just have to make sure your sacrifice was worth it.


  “Sir,” the sensor officer called. “I’m picking up a transmission from Admiral Cunningham’s flagship. He’s calling for the immediate surrender of all Chinese ships.”


  Quickly, James looked at the wider sensor feed from the rest of the system. Admiral Cunningham’s flagship had just burst out of the middle of the Chinese fleet and was heading toward the now stricken Chinese battleship. The computer estimated that they would reach it in less than twenty minutes. Relieved that he wouldn’t have to deal with the damaged battleship, James replayed the sensor feed to see how the rest of the battle had unfolded.


  Initially Cunningham had stood his fleet off from the approaching Chinese ships. They had then hammered the Chinese with four more missile salvos heavily damaging the battleship and remaining battlecruisers. With the risk from entering plasma cannon range reduced, he had left his smaller ships to continue hammering the Chinese with missiles, while he had taken the British battlecruisers and heavy cruisers into the teeth of the Chinese fleet. Even before the first plasma bolts had been fired a number of the more damaged Chinese ships had surrendered, including the battleship. Those that hadn’t surrendered had been quickly crippled or destroyed as plasma bolts had rained down on them.


  Returning to watch the admiral’s fleet in real time, it was clear that the British ships hadn’t escaped unscathed. Two of the battlecruisers were already dropping behind, indicating they had suffered serious damage and one of the heavy cruisers that had accompanied the admiral into the Chinese fleet was nowhere to be seen.


  “Captain,” the comms’ officer called, “the two Chinese heavy cruisers have surrendered, there is still no word from the battleship though.”


  James brought up the sensor feed on the battleship. Admiral Cunningham would be in missile range soon. It would have to surrender or face destruction. Part of the data the holo display was showing him seemed confusing. “Sensors, why does there seem to be a power fluctuation coming from that battleship?” James asked.


  “Hold on, sir,” came the reply, “I’ve got the computer working on it now.” James watched the display as the fluctuations continued to osculate getting stronger and stronger. “Sir,” the sub lieutenant began again, this time with a lot more concern in his voice. “The computer has identified the readings as the early stage of an intentional fission reactor overload. Someone over there is trying to cause a meltdown.”


  Even as the lieutenant spoke, James saw escape pods begin to launch from the battleship. The computer estimated that at least one of the battleship’s fission reactors would reach a critical energy flow rate in twenty seconds. James hoped that whoever had ordered the evacuation had given their people enough of a warning. As the twenty seconds elapsed it became clear they hadn’t. Even as the blinding light from a nuclear explosion burst forth from within the battleship itself, escape pods were still launching from the ship.


  Admiral Zheng had known defeat would mean facing charges of war crimes. Individually his attacks on the Damang convoy, the Excalibur colony or the colony ship at New Stockholm would get him life imprisonment. Knowing Chinese culture, James knew the shame he would have brought on his country and family would have been even worse than the actual jail sentence. To avoid all that, James had no doubt the admiral hadn’t even tried to leave the battleship.


  “Captain, we’re picking up a signal from one of the escape pods from the battleship. It’s from the ship’s third lieutenant. He says he’s the senior surviving officer from the battleship and would like to formally offer the surrender of his crew,” Lieutenant Romanov said.


  “Very good, Lieutenant,” James replied.


  “May I ask, sir,” the lieutenant continued, “what does this mean?”


  “It means,” James said to the bridge at large, “it’s over.”
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  14 JANUARY, 2466 AD | WESTMINSTER ABBEY, ENGLAND


  Princess Christine Anne Elizabeth Windsor stood in a side room adjacent to the entrance to Westminster Abby, making some final adjustments to her dress. The walk from Buckingham Palace to the carriage and then the carriage ride through London had left her attire a little out of place. On this day that would not do, everything had to be perfect. The plans for what was about to happen had been settled months ago but the peace negations had strung out longer than had been expected.


  Five months ago, news had reached Earth of what the news broadcasters were calling the Battle of the Void. When she had heard, her first thought had been to check the status of a small destroyer called Raptor, only then had she concerned herself with how the rest of the British fleet had fared. With the astounding victory, the British had secured the Void and the Chinese fleet had been decimated. Not one of the warships China had sent into the Void had made it back to Chinese space. Christine knew her father and the Prime Minister had been trying to thrash out as fair a deal for her husband to be as possible. In the end, they had settled on the original boundaries for the Void that had been laid out by the UN Interplanetary Committee. The British would keep Excalibur and Camelot, the Swedish would be able to try a second time at establishing a colony on New Stockholm and the Chinese would keep V17, the system they called Xi Wang.


  That wasn’t all though. Even if her father had wanted to let the Chinese off lightly, public opinion had made it impossible. The Void was now declared a demilitarized zone, at least as far as Chinese warships went. In addition, all ships passing through the shift passage into the Void from Chinese space would have to go through a UN led customs inspection to ensure the Chinese would not be able to bring in weapons of any kind. Much more importantly, the one point Prime Minister Fairfax had not backed down on was that the Chinese government would have to open their borders to British shipping, removing all transit fees and opening all their markets to British traders. On the face of it this was the biggest cost the Chinese had to pay for peace. In reality it was necessary, the damage their economy, infrastructure and, specifically, their freighter fleet had taken meant many of their colonies were in dire straits, even on the brink of starvation. Those same problems meant the British shipping companies would quickly come to dominate the Chinese intersystem trade. However, over time this would begin to reverse. As the Chinese economy began to recover, the open border and open market policy between Britain and China would allow Chinese companies to begin to make inroads into the British economy. In time, the British government hoped this would further bind the two powers together, with Britain as the dominant force of course.


  Even so, there had been public outcry when the official peace settlement had been announced four days ago. The British public had seen China as its main competitor for nearly a century. Now they had the Chinese beaten. It seemed to them that now was the time to make sure the Chinese government and its colonies could no longer try to expand or threaten British interests. Of course, even Christine with her limited study of history knew how such harsh peace settlements usually turned out. If the British tried to strangle China, they would only be guaranteeing another war as soon as the Chinese felt they were strong enough to throw off the British shackles. She knew her father’s approach was the right one.


  With a final tug on her dress, she was happy with how she looked. It had been tradition, for as far back as she knew, for British royalty to travel to Westminster Abby in the gold encrusted Royal State Coach. Having never been in it before, let alone any contraption pulled by eight quarter horses, she hadn’t been ready for the uncomfortable ride. The suspension had been non-existent; she had been in space yacht races through the rings of Saturn that had been more comfortable. Still, at least the ordeal was over. Now all she had to do was face what was coming next.


  As she looked at herself in the mirror one last time, she pictured James beside her in her mind’s eye. He was dressed in the same exquisite suit his father had made him wear to the reception where they had first met. In her vision they were both smiling and holding hands. As feelings of despair threatened to well up, she quickly banished the image. She berated herself for being so foolish. She could not afford any thoughts of him today. That was a previous life. In this life, she was about to get married.


  The door behind her opened and closed quietly. Quickly she reached up and wiped away the tear that had escaped and was making its way down her cheek. In the mirror her father came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “It’s time,” he said.


  As he turned her around, he reached up to her other check and wiped away another tear. “I know this is hard for you, you’re giving up your own happiness for the good of your people. This is the price we pay for our position. But think of the opportunity you have. The Chinese people love you. You can shape their culture, their future. From your new position you can help our people. Na is a good man; you may even grow to love him over time. Certainly you can work together. But I want you to know this. You will always have your mother and me to come to your aid. Don’t ever think you are alone, we’ll be here for you.”


  “Thank you father,” Christine said, as she embraced him in a hug. “I know this is what I’m supposed to do.” After she continued to hold him for a minute or so he gently pushed her away.


  “Let’s go, everyone is waiting,” King Edward XI said as he took his daughter’s hand.
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  VOWS COMPLETE, NA AND Christine turned to face the assembled congregation. The Archbishop spread his hands as he presented the newly married couple. “Ladies and gentlemen, I now present to you Emperor Na Zhong the First and Empress Na Christine.”


  Christine almost let go of Na’s hand in shock. Empress? As she looked around the room she saw that almost everyone else had the same look of shock that was no doubt on her face. When she looked over to Na, he was smiling at her. He leaned in and whispered to her, “impressive isn’t it? I made a few last-minute changes to our new constitution after the marriage was publicly announced. Don’t worry, I still have a fixed term of twenty years, then I have to be re-elected, but I thought Emperor and Empress had a better ring to it. Plus, it puts the old ways of a president who was just the puppet of the Politburo behind us. Smile my dear, you’re the first Chinese Empress in over five hundred years.” With a snap she closed her gaping mouth and produced her best smile, all the while thinking she would have to keep a close eye on her new husband.
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  AT THE RECEPTION ADMIRAL Somerville watched as King Edward mingled with all his guests. There were dignitaries from every nation state on Earth and representatives from all the human colonial worlds. For his part Somerville was happy to sit on the sidelines. If it served the men and women of the RSN he was happy to dive into the politics of such gatherings but if he could avoid it, he did. A tap on his shoulder revealed the Prime Minister who was standing beside him. “We need to talk about Chang, do you have any more information?” he asked.


  “I do,” Somerville began, “but I think we should include the King in this.”


  “Agreed,” Fairfax said. He lifted his hand toward the King and waved at him slightly. The King looked over for only a second and nodded, then resumed his conversation with the Governor of the Utah system without even breaking sentence.


  Five minutes later King Edward joined them in the shadows of a corner of the reception room.


  “You daughter looked beautiful today,” Somerville said by way of greeting when he arrived.


  “Thank you, she reminds me of her mother when she was that age,” Edward replied. “What is it you two want to talk about? I can only spare a minute or two.”


  “I’ll come right to it then,” Fairfax said. “We need to do something about Minister Chang. The public are outraged that he escaped from Beijing and are even more cross that we can’t locate him. All of our approval ratings are slipping, we need to bring him to justice.”


  “Of course, I agree,” Edward said, “but we don’t know where he fled too, do we?”


  Fairfax looked expectantly at Somerville who paused before answering. “We do have a lead. One of our contacts in the Indian colonies has recovered some files that suggest someone from China has taken up residence there. He managed to get his hands on some financial information that indicates a large amount of Chinese currency was transferred out of China to a shipping company based in the Indian Colonies. They have holdings on their two main colonies as well as on some of the smaller bases across the territory. It’s possible Chang has paid them to hide him somewhere.”


  “OK, so what do we do about it?” Edward asked.


  “We need to send a ship in to investigate, and to get him back if he is there.” Fairfax demanded.


  “We can’t just send a warship into Indian territory,” Edward said, “The Indians already hate us. We don’t need to give them any more reasons to do so.”


  “You are right your Highness,” Somerville agreed, “but maybe we could send in a ship, if they never found out about it. We could investigate quietly, then if we find him, we grab him. A ship stealthy enough should be able to come and go in the Indian colonies without being spotted. Even if we have to use a bit more force and reveal ourselves when it comes to grabbing him, the Indians can’t make too much of a fuss. If they do they will be admitting to harboring a war criminal.”


  “OK, so we send in a ship with orders to quietly investigate things. Who do we send?” Edward asked.


  “Well,” Somerville answered, “My nephew has just returned from the Void. His ship Raptor is in need of a lengthy refit. I was planning on giving him HMS Endeavour. He has proven himself to be a wily commander and his first lieutenant is of Indian origin. Plus, sending him has the added benefit of keeping him away from British space for the next few months. I’m sure none of us want any more drama where he is concerned?”


  Somerville felt quietly devious as he spoke that last sentence. He had understood the King’s desire to hold back his nephew, but he hadn’t agreed with the King’s actions. Now he was getting a chance to use the King’s fears to James’ advantage.


  Edward eyed Somerville for a few seconds before agreeing, “OK, I’m on board. After today I will rain down hell on that boy if he causes any more trouble. I hope he has enough sense to realize he has lost as far as my daughter is concerned. But just in case he hasn’t, sending him away for a while suits me. Just make sure he has very clear instructions on how far he can go. We don’t need him provoking a shooting incident with another naval power.”


  “I will,” Somerville said. “I’ll give him another couple of days R and R while we set things up and then I’ll pass on our instructions personally.”


  “Very good,” Edward said. “I have guests to get back to. You two finalize the plans and I’ll leave it in your hands.” As he strode away back into the crowd of dignitaries Somerville and Fairfax left to find a quieter room to plan out how they were going to deal with Chang.
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  18 JANUARY, 2466 AD | HMS VULCAN | EARTH


  James stood outside his uncle’s office waiting to be called in. Raptor had returned to Earth five days ago. She had spent almost six months in the Void after the final battle with Admiral Zheng. All the heavier ships had been sent home immediately, either to Britannia or to Earth. Their repairs took precedence. As a result, Raptor had spent a couple of weeks at the repair station in Excalibur and then been sent back out on patrol. That had been fine for James. He had needed something to do to keep him distracted.


  For the last five days he had tried his best to avoid all the news broadcasts, but it had proved impossible. Britain was filled with a new spirit of confidence. The peace was lasting, and business was booming. Already people were flooding to Excalibur and Camelot. The public had become fixated on Christine. She was portrayed on every news broadcast as the British heroine who had stepped into the lion’s den to tame the lions before they escaped and devoured the British nation. Of course, with the lion being so closely associated with the British monarchy the imagery was often replaced with fiery dragons, but the idea was the same. Every step she took and every obstacle she faced made the headlines. If her life had been under scrutiny before it was now under a microscope. Yet for James every image of her was a reminder of his loss. In the end he hadn’t been able to take it. After meeting with his mother and then André Clements to review his finances - finances that were flourishing thanks to her, he had spent three days relaxing on a remote south pacific island with nothing but the ocean and some new Eighteenth Century war novels he had bought for himself. He’d also sent a message to his uncle requesting an update on his next assignment. Raptor had been handed over to the engineers aboard Vulcan. Her repairs were estimated to take upwards of six months for, on top of having to replace entire sections of her superstructure; there were a number of tech advances that had come out of the war that they wanted to install. Lieutenant Romanov had been left in charge but after they had docked with Vulcan, both Gupta and he had received orders to prepare for a transfer.


  Just then the doors to his uncle’s office opened and Lieutenant Gupta walked out. James was surprised to see her. He had assumed that she would be spending at least another week on shore leave with her family. “Lieutenant, it’s good to see you,” he said warmly as he shook her hand.


  After returning his handshake she released him and waved her finger in his face. “I’m afraid not, Captain.” Reaching into her pocket she pulled out a single gold star, the rank insignia for a commander. “It’s no longer lieutenant,” she said grinning.


  “Congratulations,” James said with genuine pleasure, “You deserve it more than anyone else I know.” He wanted to give her a hug, but he wasn’t sure their relationship had developed that far.


  “Thank you, sir, that means a lot to me,” Gupta replied. She looked like she was debating something for a few seconds and then she pulled him into a hug herself, “I couldn’t have done it without your example and your recommendation.”


  “Nonsense,” James said as they broke apart, “you were ready for promotion even before I took command of Drake. We’ll have to go out for a drink to celebrate. Can you wait until I am done with my uncle?”


  “I’m sorry, sir, my family already have a celebration planned. The Admiralty has put me on special assignment. I have two days to myself and then I have to report back to Vulcan to take charge of my new command – though I am still being kept in the dark as to what ship I’m getting. Until then my family wants to get as much time with me as possible. You should come though. We’re meeting for dinner at Bishop’s in London, it’s on Regent Street.”


  “Well, I wouldn’t want to intrude,” James said not feeling up to having to deal with a crowd.


  “Nonsense, Gupta insisted, “you’ll be more than welcome. My family will love to meet you. You can tell them all stories about how I’m such a brave and courageous naval officer. I’ll tell them you’re coming so they’ll be expecting you. If you don’t show they will all be deeply offended.”


  James felt trapped, but he was genuinely pleased for Gupta. She deserved her promotion and command of a warship. “OK, I’ll see you later,” he conceded. “But I better go see my uncle now.”


  “Good luck then,” Gupta said as she saluted and then watched James turn and enter his uncle’s office.


  As he entered, his uncle stood to receive him. “Welcome James, it’s good to see you,” he said as he came around his desk and shook James’ hand. “I must say you have done us all proud. Your reports have been impressive. Both Lightfoot and Jensen spoke very highly of you. You have certainly exceeded my expectations and I think your ambush in the Paracel passage will become a set engagement to be studied at the naval academy.”


  “Thank you, sir,” was all James could find to say. He hadn’t been expecting such praise.


  “There has been one problem though,” his uncle said sitting down and looking more serious. “The official reports of the Battle of the Void have you, Rear Admiral Jensen and Captain Lightfoot disobeying a direct order from Admiral Cunningham. Further, analysis of the comms’ chatter also indicates that you and Lightfoot disobeyed a series of orders from the rear admiral as well.”


  “Yes, sir,” James replied. He had been worried his actions would come back to haunt him. “We had been assigned to Valkyrie’s flotilla, sir. Lightfoot and I both felt it was our duty to protect our flagship. I’ve had the last six months to think about the battle. I don’t think I would do anything different.”


  Somerville visibly relaxed, “That is what I was hoping to hear,” he said. “As you know Jensen has posthumously received the Victoria Cross. Admiral Cunningham has also officially endorsed her course of action even though it was against his orders. We could hardly punish you or Captain Lightfoot for simply following her example. I wanted to make sure you were willing to take responsibility for your actions though.


  “Now,” the older Somerville said as his expression changed again, becoming more excited. “Let’s talk about your future. You’ve distinguished yourself in independent command. I don’t want you to be wasted being assigned to a picket squadron to spend the next few years going back and forth in Britannia or Cook. Tell me what you think of her,” he said as he brought up a ship in his holo display.


  James took several minutes to take the image in and read the text that scrolled along its side. The ship was 420 meters long, more than a third larger than Raptor. She had two more missile ports on each broadside than his previous command and her three plasma cannon turrets were a caliber larger than Raptor’s. Unlike the streamlined destroyer, or even the light cruisers of the RSN, however, her middle sections bowed out, giving her the impression that she was a light cruiser that had put on a lot of weight. As her technical details continued to scroll past, her operational range jumped out at him. His first command, the survey ship Drake had been designed to operate for up to seven months without having to return to port to refuel. Yet that had only been in extreme cases with every non-essential piece of equipment turned off. This ship boasted a maximum operational range of two years. It was astounding.


  “She’s certainly impressive, sir, is this just a concept design or has construction on one already started?”


  “Actually, the first one has just finished her space trials and passed with flying colors. She’s designed to be a deep reconnaissance ship. In times of war she can spend months behind enemy lines observing fleet movements and occasionally ambushing shipping. In times of peace she is designed to be able to carry out extensive survey patrols. She was due for completion about a month after the war broke out, but we put her construction on hold when we shifted over to a war footing. It was deemed we needed to finish construction of the hulls meant to join a battle fleet first. After the war ended she was finished off and has spent the last month completing her space trials. Essentially, she is a light cruiser with some of her armaments stripped off and extra fuel tanks incorporated, she’s yours if you want her.”


  James almost missed his uncle’s last statement he had been so focused on taking in the new ship. “Mine?” he asked.


  “Yes. You’ve earned the right to refuse. I’m sure we can find you another destroyer or light cruiser, but I think you would be perfectly suited to command her. She’s called the Endeavour by the way.”


  James took a moment to think. He had spent the first two years of his command on Drake cursing the day he had been forced to take command of her. Now he was being given another survey ship. Albeit it with a lot more prestige and a lot more firepower. If another war did break out commanding Endeavour meant he would be in the thick of it. Until then a long cruise away from Earth and the other British colonies might be exactly what he needed.


  “I accept,” he said. “When am I to take command?”


  “Tomorrow if you are ready. She will be returning from a run in from the outer system by then.”


  “What is to be my first mission?” James asked.


  Somerville paused and looked James over as if assessing him for the first time. “This stays between the two of us understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” James replied, already intrigued.


  #


  
    
      [image: image]
    

  


  IT TOOK HIS UNCLE ANOTHER hour to fill James in on all the information regarding his upcoming mission. Eventually his uncle stood and shook his hand again to congratulate him on his new command. James was jumping at the bit to get out of his uncle’s office. He wanted to go read up on his new ship


  As he was leaving James suddenly remembered, “Oh by the way,” he said as he turned back to his uncle. “Before she died, Rear Admiral Jensen gave me a message for you. She said she hoped she had done you proud.”


  His uncle looked taken aback. For a moment his mask disappeared, and James saw the grief he had obviously been hiding. “Thank you for telling me,” he said.


  “Was she close to you?” James asked.


  “Yes,” his uncle answered after a moment’s hesitation, “she served under me as a lieutenant aboard Achilles and then as a captain when I was in command of the Britannia fleet. I always thought of myself as her mentor of sorts, I had hoped she saw me that way too.”


  “I’m sure she did, uncle,” James began, “I just hope I can live up to her example.”


  “That’s a noble goal, Captain, enjoy your next command.”


  “Thank you, Admiral,” James said as he saluted and left.
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  EVERYTHING WAS PAIN and darkness and all I could hear was the hollow sound of my own breath against the inside of my helmet.  I tried to remember where I was and how I’d got here, but my thoughts seemed to be hazy and random, just flashes of faces I didn’t recognize in settings I couldn’t identify.


  The woods, dark and wet, dead twigs and detritus crunching under my boots as I maintained my interval, keeping ten meters between me and the next Marine in line.  Scanning the dark with my helmet sensors, infrared and thermal, keeping my Gauss rifle pointed out of the formation.


  No warning, just light and fire and screaming in my ears in the headphones of my helmet.  Something big and hot on thermal coming in from overhead and I was shooting at it, knowing I couldn’t scratch it even with the tungsten slugs out of my rifle.  And then a bright flash and suddenly I was here, and didn’t know where here was.


  I decided to start with something simple:  my name.


  Randall Munroe, the thought struggled out as if my tortured mind were giving birth to it.  My name’s Randall Munroe and I’m a Recon Marine.


  Flashes of images in my head:  looking in a mirror, seeing a narrow, sharp-edged face with slate-grey eyes and sandy brown hair cut short.  I knew it was my face, but it looked...wrong.  How could my own face be wrong?  I had a concussion.  That must be it, I was out of my head; I had to be concussed, or maybe it was blood loss.


  But that wasn’t it; there was another face in my memories, another face in another mirror.  This one was less sharp, more rounded, more soft, with dark eyes and long, dark hair.  And it went by another name; not Randall, but Tyler.


  Tyler Callas.  That’s who I was...


  “Tyler.”


  I blinked and looked away from the brilliant star field above me, back to the older man still staking down the tent in the dim glow of a chemical ghostlight hanging from the branch of a gnarled tree overhead.  The high desert sandstone was brick-hard, but his big, gnarled hands pushed the stakes into it effortlessly.


  “Are you going to star-gaze all night long?”  Cesar Torres, my great-grandfather, went on, smiling crookedly.  “Or are you going to help me set up camp?”


  “Sorry, Gramps,” I said, feeling my ears burning a little with embarrassment as I moved back into the circle of light and picked up a tent-stake from the pile.  “It’s really beautiful tonight.  You can’t see any of these stars from Trans-Angeles.”


  “That’s why I spend as little time as possible there,” Gramps said, his cracked and weathered face twisting into a scowl.  “Well, it’s one reason among many.”


  I fell silent for a moment, concentrating on stretching the tent’s rain-fly over it, then connecting its hooks to the stakes.  I snuck another glance around at the high desert night, seeing the outline of a sandstone arch against the frosting of stars.  It was so empty out here.


  “We never see anyone else out here,” I mused.  “Why don’t more people spend time away from the cities?”


  Gramps shot me a look, and I imagined it was the same look he’d given a recruit who’d asked a dumbass question back when he’d been in the Marine Corps of the old United States over a century ago.


  “Because it’s too damn expensive, boy,” he said as if I should know it.  “There aren’t any roads out here anymore, not since the Big One.”  The Big One.  That was what he called the Sino-Russian War.  “And renting a hopper isn’t cheap.  Most people never leave the city their whole lives.”


  Our own hopper squatted silently about fifty meters away from the campsite, its ducted fans still and motionless.  We didn’t rent it, though, it was a company vehicle assigned to our family.


  “But there are a lot of people who work for the Corporate Council,” I tried again.  “Mom’s friends are always taking shuttles up to the orbitals, or visiting the Martian shipyards.  Surely they could afford it.”


  “Yeah, I suppose they could,” Gramps allowed with a shrug.  His sour expression didn’t change, though.  “But most of them don’t strike me as the outdoors type.  Fact is, there’re damn few people who have both the desire and the money to enjoy nature anymore.”  His face softened a bit, with what I thought was nostalgia crossing it.  “Which is a damn shame, considering that we’ve finally started taking good care of it.”


  I’d heard that trip down memory lane before, and although I loved hearing Gramps talk about his time in the Marines, hearing him wax poetic about how we saved the polar bears and gorillas wasn’t in my top ten conversation topics.


  “Do we have time to practice infiltration techniques?”  I asked him, trying not to sound too kid-eager.  I was eighteen now, after all.  About to turn nineteen.


  “Tomorrow,” he promised.  “Tonight, I want to get a fire going.”


  I fought back a sigh, not just because we weren’t going to be training tonight but also because a fire meant he wanted to talk about serious, adult stuff.  But we didn’t get to camp out as often as we used to when I was younger, and I didn’t want to ruin it by whining, so I went ahead and helped him make the fire with the wood we’d collected.  It was a chilly night anyway; early spring in western Utah could get pretty damn cold.  I was dressed for it, but a fire would feel good.


  “Ty,” he said as he sat down on one of the rocks we’d pulled up around the fire ring.  He was the only one who called me “Ty.”  My mom didn’t like it, so everyone who worked for her, including my tutors and the teachers in the Corporate school I attended, called me Tyler.  Even my girlfriend did, which bothered me sometimes.


  “You’re about to graduate from Primary Education,” Gramps went on, dark eyes regarding me with the look that he had when he was about to give advice.  “You’ve got a decision to make.”


  “You mean college,” I said, hissing out a frustrated breath as I felt anger from days before return unabated.  “I’ve been talking to Mom about it.  I told her I wanted to apply to the Service Academy, but she said I’ve already been accepted to the Commonwealth Institute of Corporate Administration and I shouldn’t throw away that kind of opportunity.”


  “Your mother has the rest of your life planned out for you, Ty,” Gramps told me.  “The question is, do you have plans of your own?”


  I was silent for a moment, hearing nothing but the crackling of the fire and letting it draw my gaze into its red glow.


  “I want to go to the Academy,” I told him.  “I want to be a Marine officer.”


  “Then apply,” he urged me, a bit of impatience creeping into his voice.  “You don’t need her permission.  You’re a legally emancipated adult now:  you can vote, you can marry, and you can join the military.”


  I nodded.  He was right.  The choice was mine to make.


  “Thing is,” I said, holding my hands palms-up, “I want to serve in the military, but I wouldn’t mind working for the Corporate Council someday.  I wish she could understand that.  I feel like she thinks I’m betraying her if I go to the Academy.”


  “Patrice is someone used to making decisions,” Gramps said diplomatically, and I snorted at the euphemism.


  “Mom’s a control freak and you know it,” I corrected him, “even if she is your granddaughter.”


  Gramps had to chuckle at that, and I saw a bit of the old twinkle in his eyes.


  “All right, but she’s still your mother and she loves you.  She wants the best for you, but she wants her version of the best.”  He shrugged.  “And she’s a very intelligent woman, or she wouldn’t be Executive Vice President of the Corporate Council.  Don’t underestimate her, Ty.”


  I felt my eyes narrow at the way he’d said that; it sounded more like a warning and less like a compliment.


  “So,” I said carefully, not wanting to misjudge his tone, “you think I should apply to the Academy without telling her?”


  Gramps cocked his head a certain way that told me he wasn’t going to answer that question.


  “As an adult,” he replied, “you have to make decisions such as that for yourself.  I will say this, though:  the Tahni Imperium slaughtered half a million humans on the Disputed Worlds just two years ago, and ninety percent of the population of the Solar System barely knows we’re at war.  The only reason your mother is aware of it is that the increased military orders have been good for the bottom line.”


  “What do you mean?”  I asked him.  “You think we need to be more involved with what’s happening to people in the colonies?”


  “Nothing so esoteric,” he said darkly.  “What I mean, Ty, is that if we don’t get more involved, it won’t be happening in the colonies.  It’ll be right here, on our doorstep; and then, it may be too late.”
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  I WATCHED THE FOOTAGE over and over, running the news segment again and again in the holotank.  It had been caught by a security monitor at the Martian shipyards and transmitted to the archives on the surface before the camera and the patrol orbiter that had held it had been destroyed.  It was a beautiful, panning shot of the Midway, the latest battle cruiser in the Commonwealth Space Fleet.  She was an angry, angular wedge of power and death, constrained by the construction scaffolding still surrounding her, swarmed with workers in maneuverable pods like ants crawling around the carcass of a beetle out in the Utah desert.


  There was no warning at all, just a white flash expanding into a sun-bright globe of fire that swallowed the Midway and everything for a kilometer around her.  It had been a ship-killer missile, a weapon the size of a starship with its own antiproton drive and defense shields.  The Tahni ship that had launched it wasn’t visible in the shot, but I knew it had to have been one of their missile boats, a specialized ship that basically provided the ship-killers with a ride through Transition Space to their target.  It would have been more efficient to just put a Transition drive on the missile itself, but the Tahni religion didn’t allow for either Artificial Intelligence or armed drones, and I guess they weren’t big on suicide either.


  I’d gotten all that from Gramps.  I’d called him the minute the news had come in about the Tahni attack on the Martian shipyard, what they were calling “The Battle for Mars.”  President Jameson had made a speech, made it sound like a victory that we’d taken out several of the attacking squadron and hadn’t let them destroy the shipyards, but Gramps had known better.  We’d lost the Midway and three cruisers in for routine maintenance, which represented a pretty big chunk of our fleet.


  Gramps had sounded pissed and a little scared.  It was the first time I’d heard him sound scared.  I turned the holotank off.  There was no new footage; my ‘link would let me know if anything popped up on the ‘nets, and I’d seen enough of this.  It was making my stomach twist up.


  I walked out of the theater room, the lights in the hallway outside of it gradually rising as I stepped through.  By the time I’d reached the solarium, my eyes had adjusted enough for the windows to ease their polarization and let more of the afternoon sun into the penthouse apartment.  I stared out at the view from the trans-plas windows that made up most of the north wall of the solarium, feeling like I was seeing it for the first time.  Trans-Angeles stretched out before me, beneath me really since this was one of the tallest buildings in the megalopolis, out past the horizon.  Capital City was the oldest of the hyper-cities, built only a few years after the founding of the Commonwealth, but Trans-Angeles was the largest, its interconnected structure sprawled out over a full twenty kilometers on a side.  The Corporate Council-owned Damiani Tower topped by our apartment was the tallest point at four hundred meters up, while the deepest was the same distance underground.


  Fifty million people lived inside its confines, more than half the population of the province of Pacifica.  Gramps had told me that this one hyper-city held as many people as used to live in the entire state of old California, back before the Sino-Russian War.  I wasn’t a kid anymore; I knew not everyone got to live the way Mom and I did.  But even the chawners on the dole, living off the free soy and algae paste in an underground apartment the size of our bathroom, went to sleep at night believing they were safe, that the Commonwealth would protect them.


  Would they still believe that after seeing the Battle for Mars?  I wasn’t sure I did.  I looked at the jagged lines of the city and imagined it disappearing beneath a glowing mushroom of unleashed star-fire, imagined millions dying in seconds.  The Tahni wouldn’t be able to penetrate the Earth-Moon defenses as easily as they had the Martian system; and even at Mars they’d lost over half their ships.  To overwhelm the defense satellites and the lasers on Earth and the Lunar surface, they’d have to have hundreds of ships and be willing to lose most of them.  The question was, how fanatical were they?  How badly did they want us dead?


  “I thought you’d be out with Anna.”


  I started at the words, so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t noticed her come in.  I turned and saw her walking up to me, immaculate in a Dominique Cherval business suit grown in one piece in a nanite bath, her hair always looking as if it was naturally perfect thanks to an invisible microfilament web that controlled every strand.  Patrice Damiani could have been my older sister rather than my Mother if you went by looks, which bespoke not entirely comfortable things both about how closely Mom had been involved in arranging my genes before my implantation and about how little of my father she’d left in there.


  “She’s recording the personal interview portion of her college application,” I said, stepping forward to give her a hug.  “She’ll be stopping by later for dinner.”


  Mom was solid; you wouldn’t think so, looking at her.  She was as thin as a rail but it was all muscle, and she’d never been willing to tell me how much of that is honest physical activity and how much is bodysculpt.  I’d certainly never actually seen her exercising.


  “You should be taking advantage of the Summer,” she told me, kissing me on the cheek before she let me go and fell into a couch by the windows.  She didn’t look at the view; she never did, like it didn’t mean anything to her.  “Pretty soon, you’ll both be so involved with college, you won’t have time for anything else.”


  “Yeah, about that...” I began, figuring now would be as good a time as any to bring up the Academy, and the fact that I’d submitted my application three weeks ago.


  “If you’re going to spring the news about you trying to go behind my back and apply to the Service Academy,” she said drily, preempting my announcement, “don’t bother.”  Her expression wasn’t anger or even disappointment, just a hint of irritation as if she were tired of talking about the subject.  “The system flagged your name and contacted me automatically.”


  I felt the hackles raise on my neck.


  “What?”  I blurted hotly.  “Why the hell would it flag my name?”


  She cocked her head slightly as she looked at me, this time showing a little disappointment at how thick I was being.


  “Because you’re my son,” she snapped impatiently.  “Don’t pretend you don’t know what that means.”  She leaned back and crossed her legs, her impatience fading as she regarded me with cool deliberation.  “Tyler, you aren’t just some nobody chawner living in the Underground.  People like us don’t join the military.”


  “This isn’t a feudal kingdom,” I said, realizing that I was in a squared-off, combative stance and trying to relax.  “We don’t have a class system.”


  She laughed at that, deep and genuine, and I felt myself getting angry again.


  “Tyler, they may teach you that bullshit in school,” she said with her usual bluntness, “but there has never been a time when more than two humans lived in the same general area that there wasn’t a class system.”


  “There are still laws,” I insisted.  “You can’t stop me from going to the Academy.”


  “Of course I can.”  She waved a hand as if it were less than nothing.  “It was a matter of a sentence, a sentence fragment.”


  I felt a buzzing in my ears, an abandonment of reason that experience whispered, like a little voice in my ear, was going to lead to me saying things I’d regret.  I turned away from her, concentrating on my breathing, trying not to let her get under my skin, which was just what she was trying to do.


  “So, the news doesn’t bother you then?”  I asked, still staring away from her, out at the city.  “You’re not worried?”


  “On the contrary, I’m very worried,” she confessed.  I turned, surprised to hear her being so normal, but her expression was still casual.  “Consolidated Engineering has hundreds of millions in Corporate scrip tied up in the construction of capital ships.  I’ve been given the word that President Jameson is putting Admiral Sato in charge of Space Fleet, and his pet cause has always been to transform our strategy from large, easy to target cruisers to squadrons of missile cutters to take better advantage of the Transition Drive.”  She shook her head.  “We have to get ahead of this if we’re going to have time to reconfigure our manufacturing equipment quickly enough to avoid losing investor confidence.  Stock in Consolidated is down two points as of this morning.”


  I stared at her, not in disbelief—-for this was exactly the response I’d expected—-but in exasperation with myself for thinking, even for a second, that Mother might be any other way.


  “Did it ever occur to you,” I asked her, “that if the Tahni do enough damage, none of this,” I waved around at the penthouse demonstratively, “will matter at all?”


  “Don’t be melodramatic, Tyler,” Mother said.  “No one knows more about the capabilities of the Tahni Imperium than the Corporate Council Executive; I receive weekly briefings directly from the President’s Security Advisor.  If the Tahni could have attacked Earth directly, they would have.”


  “If you knew so much about the Tahni,” I shot back, “how come you didn’t know they were going to attack Mars?”


  She sighed, finally showing exasperation.  I felt a flash of satisfaction; it wasn’t easy to upset her.


  “It’s beside the point, Tyler,” she said with a hint of sharpness to her voice.  “The military are chess pieces in a game we play.”  She stood and stepped nearly nose to nose with me, her height just short of my own meter-eight.  “Why do you think there was a Truce to begin with?  Do you think the Admirals didn’t want to finish off the Tahni a century ago, during the First War?  Who do you suppose convinced the President not to pursue our advantage after the victory at Alpha Centauri?”


  I frowned, feeling my brows knit in confusion.  “What the hell are you talking about?”  I demanded.  “Why wouldn’t the President want to win the war instead of leaving the Imperium as a military threat?”


  “Because as long as they’re a threat,” she answered with a twist of her lips that resembled a smile, “then the monopoly exemptions that allow the Corporate Council to exist can remain in place.”


  “That’s treason,” I blurted, stepping back from her instinctively.


  “That’s the real world, my son.”  She sat back down on the couch.  “It’s the world you’re part of, like it or not.  You should accept it, because there’s nothing you can do to change it.”


  I stared at her hard enough to burn through steel, silent for a long moment.


  “I’m going to Anna’s,” I said quietly, turning and heading for the door.


  “Good idea,” she commented.  “Maybe she can calm you down.”


  I didn’t respond, just stalked down the hallway past the Theater Room and into the atrium.  Konrad waited out there, leaning against the wall with a look of indolence that was all camouflage.  David Konrad was a tall man, and powerfully built under his fashionable jacket, with swept-back dark hair and brown eyes that always seemed to be squinting suspiciously.  I didn’t know much about him, but I did know he’d worked in the DSI for years before Mother had hired him as her Security Chief, and the Department of Security and Intelligence didn’t usually employ slackers.


  ‘Going out, Mr. Callas?”  He asked, not budging from his position holding up the wall.


  I wondered for just a moment why Mother had let me take my father’s last name instead of adopting her more well-known family name of Damiani.  Maybe she’d known even then that I’d be a disappointment.


  I grunted in assent, pressing my palm against the ID plate to call the elevator.


  “Have a good time,” he said cheerfully, with his ever-present undertone of subtle mockery.  “Don’t go too far, though.”  I glanced at him, eyes narrowing.  Had he been listening in to my conversation with Mother, or had she simply briefed him on what I’d done?


  “Why?”  I asked, challenging.  “What would you do if I did?”


  He still didn’t move, but it seemed to me that he was somehow closer to me than before, his smile straightening.  The elevator arrived with a chime and the door slid open, but I didn’t look away from him.


  “What I always do, Mr. Callas,” he said just before I stepped into the car.  “My job.”


  I was still watching those dark eyes as the door closed.
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  I BLINKED, SQUEEZED my eyes shut for a moment, then finally pried them open.


  Where the hell was I?  Oh, fuck, yeah...Demeter.


  How long had I been out?  I hunted for my helmet’s Heads-Up Display, but it was dead and I could barely see through the pitted and cracked faceplate.  I fought to move my arm; it was hard to get up the energy.  But I felt like I couldn’t breath and I had a pressing need to see.  I dragged my right hand to my helmet yoke and yanked at the quick-release lever, heard the gasket release with a hiss and felt the cold, damp air sliding in through the open gap at my neck.


  It hurt when I moved, a tearing, burning, wet pain in my chest, but I had to have that damned helmet off.  One last act of will, grabbing the rim and pulling it off, gasping in the fresh air with a fresh wave of pain that told me I had broken ribs.  It was dark outside, too dark to see anything at all, and I felt a light rain falling on my face.  Had it been raining before?  I couldn’t remember.


  I felt around me, my gloved fingers sinking into mud, then finding something firm and unyielding.  It was a shoulder.  I shook it, but it was still, with the unmistakable feel of dead weight.  My hands automatically went to the release lever and I gritted my teeth at the pain in my chest as I took the helmet off the motionless form.  I stripped off my right glove and touched the skin of the face under that helmet and then recoiled instinctively at the feel of cold lifelessness.  I checked the carotid pulse out of habit and training, but there was nothing.


  I took a few shallow breaths, testing how deeply I could inhale without the hot knives of pain in my chest, then I shoved the dead man’s helmet onto my armor’s neck yoke and sealed it.  The Heads-Up Display lit up with a notification that the system had identified a new user and was rebooting.  Marines didn’t normally exchange helmets in the field, and it took some time for the sensors in the skinsuit under my armor to link up with the new computer.


  Finally, the infrared filters snapped to life and I could see again.  I was lying off the path, in the trees.  They were oaks, genetically engineered to grow here and planted a century ago, burdened down with soggy clumps of moss.  I made myself look down at my own body, to assess the damage.  The left side of my armor was scorched, the chameleon camouflage material over it torn and tattered and burned, and a few splotches of blood dotted my legs.  I touched a control on my wrist and saw a diagnostic pop up in the HUD.  The frag wounds were superficial, the bleeding already stopped by smart bandages applied automatically.  The real damage had been done by the concussion that had sent me flying into the trees in the first place.


  The system’s medical diagnostics told me I had three broken ribs, various major bruises and a fairly serious concussion.  Yeah, that definitely fit the pain in my chest and the fuzziness in my head and the general feeling of not being with it.  I felt a jab in my neck as the helmet system injected me with painkillers, and then there was a wave of warm comfort that seemed to wash away the jagged knives in my chest.  It didn’t do anything for the fuzziness in my head, unfortunately.


  Able to breathe again, I relaxed slightly.  Then I made the mistake of looking down at the face beside me, the one whose helmet I was using.  It was a lean face, sharp like a boot knife, with dark eyes open wide and staring into eternity.


  “Ah, shit, Johnny,” I muttered.  I reached out with my bare right hand and thumbed his eyes shut.


  Then I pulled the glove back on and sealed it.  I was still alive, and even though I didn’t think that situation would last too long, I had to try.  I felt for the retractable sling that had held my rifle to my tactical vest, but the ends were frayed and burned and the weapon was gone.  I couldn’t stay here long enough to look for it, so I used the quick-release catches on Johnny’s vest to free up his gun and pull it towards me.


  I checked its functions briefly with rote motions drilled into me over months of training.  The magazines were fully charged and fully loaded, and it only took a moment to connect the HUD to the gunsight module.  I used the rifle to lever myself to my feet, feeling a twinge in my chest despite the pain drugs.  I hesitated, wondering where the hell I could go.


  I couldn’t stay here; the Tahni would be back to do a battle damage assessment, or whatever the hell they called it in their language.  Should I head for the ship that had brought us here?  A check of the time on my HUD told me it had been two hours since the ambush.  There was no way we could have accomplished the mission with half our forces dead or wounded, so I had to assume our guys had bugged out and the ship was gone.


  I sure as hell didn’t want to head into the city.  What was the name of the place?  Something stupid, I remembered that much.  Amity?  Something like that.  Anyway, that would be a huge goat rope, with the Tahni kicking down doors everywhere looking for the resistance, and I knew I didn’t want to be there.  I tried to slug my brain into gear, working hard to recall anything from our mission prep, as abbreviated and inadequate as it had been.


  There’d been something east of here...something marked in green on the map.  A nature preserve?  Oh shit!  A light came on in my head and I suddenly remembered why I’d read about the Demeter colony before this mission.  This was where they’d brought the Revenants, the extinct species the researchers had brought back using genetic samples.  Saber-tooth cats, giant sloths, cave bears and a host of less exotic examples dumped into a forest of imported and engineered Earth flora.  And monitored by a crew of Commonwealth researchers.


  There had to be some place out there they all lived and worked.  I hunted on my wrist ‘link, trying to find the maps they’d uploaded for us, and finally called it up on my helmet’s HUD.  There it was, just a cluster of red icons in the middle of the green.  The closest of them showed 22 kilometers away, and I’d have to cross a fucking river.  Great.


  I set the navigation system in my helmet to take me to the closest of the structures, then followed the blinking arrow at the top of my vision off the beaten track and into the trees.  I had less than four hours of darkness left, and I needed to be far away from here before the primary rose.


  I walked carefully, not wanting to take a tumble and find out just how broken my ribs were and how close they were to puncturing a lung.  I still felt like my head was full of sand and it was hard to keep my balance.  There wasn’t a damn thing the helmet or the medical kit in my thigh pocket could do to fix a concussion.  I should have been resting, but that wasn’t an option.  Without a fully equipped medical bay or at least an auto-doc, I’d just have to hope it wasn’t too serious.


  Gramps used to say, “hope in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up first.”  I missed Gramps.  I hadn’t thought about him for a while.  Honestly, I hadn’t thought about my old life at all in a while.  Maybe it was the knock to the head, or maybe it was how bad things sucked, but I couldn’t get it out of my mind now.  Couldn’t get that day out of my mind, almost two years ago...


  #
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  “THIS SUCKS,” I SAID petulantly, slamming the flat of my hand against the inside of the car door.  “She can’t control me this way, I’m a fucking adult.”


  “He says, being driven in a private car to the most expensive restaurant in Trans-Angeles,” Anna commented with heavy sarcasm.


  I looked at her sourly, but felt my expression soften at her smile.  Anna Eastbrook and I had been dating for a year now, pretty much since we’d first met in our senior year, and she knew just the way to pull me out of a funk.  Anna had a beautiful smile, and long, blond hair like silk, and eyes as clear and green as polished jade.


  “It’s not like she or Konrad would let me walk,” I pointed out, still trying to sound upset.  “Or ride the train.”


  “Yeah, your life is controlled by other people,” she allowed, her hand warm and soft on my arm.  “You think there’s anyone out there,” she waved at the massive housing projects passing by below the nearly empty roadway, “whose life isn’t controlled by circumstances they can’t affect?  You think you could find one person down there who wouldn’t trade places with you in a heartbeat?”


  I shrugged, unwilling to admit she was right.


  “She won’t even let me talk to Gramps anymore,” I said, trying to steer away from the good point she’d made to something that still pissed me off.  “She’s had all his addresses blocked, even ones I didn’t think she knew about.”


  “She’s probably mad that he’s filled your head with all this military stuff,” Anna said.  “I mean, would you have even thought about going to the Academy if he hadn’t been telling you his Marines stories all the time?”


  I looked at her askance.  “We’re at war, Anna!  Of course I’d be thinking about joining the military!”


  “We’re at war,” she agreed readily.  “But look out there.”  She pointed at the vast hyper-city around us.  “How many people know?  How many care?  Maybe the taxpayers have bitched about the half a percent increase in the VAT, or maybe the chawners have ooh-ed and ahh-ed over the footage from Mars, but do you think the war really makes a difference in any of their lives?”


  I remembered what Gramps had said, and paraphrased it for her.  “By the time it makes a difference, it’ll already be too late.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Anna sank back into the cushioned seats, real leather grown from cloned tissue in a vat of biotic fluid.  How much did little things like that cost?  I didn’t even know.  Anna sighed, eyes locking with mine; I couldn’t look away.  “Maybe everyone’s being careless and stupid and self-involved.  But why does that mean you have to go to the Academy and fight in the war?  What difference is one pampered executive’s son going to make when it’s all said and done?  Maybe you’d do more for the Commonwealth making important decisions someday in the Council.  Maybe that’s what your mom is thinking.”


  “Why are you taking her side of this anyway?”  I wondered, throwing my hands up.


  “Maybe because I don’t want you going to school somewhere I can’t visit,” she said, grabbing me by the back of the neck and pulling me into a kiss.  I felt my anger and frustration float away and I wrapped my arms around her, hands going under her shirt to feel the warm skin of her back.  “And maybe,” she finished, pulling away slightly and giving me a scolding look, “it’s because I don’t want you going off to fight in a war where you could get killed.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, hanging my head a little.  “I wasn’t thinking about that, I guess.”


  “It’s okay,” she assured me, tugging at my ear playfully.  “Your passion is one of the things I love about you.”  She glanced around the automated car and at the road ahead of us.  “You think we have time before we reach the restaurant to...”  She wiggled an eyebrow at me and licked her lips.


  “Maybe,” I said, glancing around self-consciously.  “But you know there are security monitors in these cars, right?  I don’t want the net-divers in the Council Security division selling videos of us on the indie nets.”


  She grunted in dissatisfaction, slapping me on the arm playfully.  “All of a sudden you’re the soul of propriety.”


  “Hey, you were the one trying to get me to resign myself to a life as a Corporate executive,” I reminded her.  “I have to try to avoid controversy, don’t I?”  I laughed at her pout.  “Maybe later, after dinner.”


  Dinner was excellent but afterward, I begged off going back to her family’s apartment, telling her that Mom had forced me into an appointment with the family therapist to try to break me of the idea of going into the military.  She hadn’t...yet, though probably just because she was saving it for later.  I had the car drop her off at her building, but then instead of taking it back home, I rerouted to the Zocalo.


  I knew it wouldn’t seem suspicious to Mom or Konrad for me to go shopping when I was upset.  I think it was some sort of twisted revenge in my head to spend shitloads of Mom’s money to get even with her for real or imagined slights.


  So maybe I hadn’t been lying to Anna, I thought sardonically.  Maybe I am seeing the therapist.


  I had my ‘link tell the car to return to the pickup spot in two hours, then stepped out into the sunlight, trying not to notice the envious glances of shoppers walking up from the train station.  It was hard not to feel their eyes on me after my conversation with Anna.  Their faces weren’t exactly resentful or full of hatred, but they weren’t friendly either.  They wanted what I had and knew they could never get it.


  Mom had accused me of not living in the real world, and maybe she was right; but that didn’t mean she was seeing reality either.  To her, these people were pawns, if she even thought about their existence at all.


  I stuck my hands in my jacket pockets and walked through the crowded mall, glancing side to side at the kiosks selling fabricator patterns, ViR-dramas and local snack foods.  I had to walk about a third of a kilometer through the outdoor market before I came to the kiosk I was looking for.  The woman who sat on a stool there was pinch-faced and unpleasant, her clothes outlandishly flashy and equally cheap.  She eyed me suspiciously from under a broad-brimmed hat, leaning forward as if to protect her wares from my unclean gaze.


  “I want a clean ‘link,” I told her, fishing a wad of trade-notes out of my pocket.  It had been a pain in the ass to get hold of them; in the end, I’d had to sell a very nice jacket I’d gotten for myself to a street vendor in order to get my hands-on physical cash.


  She eyed the trade-notes warily, then motioned at the selection of ‘links on the right-hand side of her kiosk’s table.  They were pretty old and basic, probably twice as thick and heavy as mine, but they weren’t officially registered and they wouldn’t be traced back to me.  They were quasi-legal, but no one bothered to enforce the murky laws that might have banned them because so many people had uses for them.  I pointed to one of them pretty much at random—-I was going to throw it into a recycler after I used it anyway—-then handed her the correct amount of cash and pocketed the ‘link.


  I didn’t head back to the entrance yet.  I weaved my way through the crowd to a coffee bar and paid for an espresso from the automated vendor with my ‘link, the conventional way, then sat down at one of the unoccupied tables to drink it.  Glancing around carefully to make sure no one was watching, I took out the clean ‘link and powered it on.  There was an address Gramps had given me several months ago, one he’d told me I could only use if I really needed his help, if it was an emergency.  I wasn’t sure if this qualified as an emergency, but I really needed his help and I had no other way to contact him.


  Need to see you ASAP, I messaged.


  Then I sat and sipped my espresso and waited.  Time dragged by and I began to get paranoid.  Was I being watched?  I was sure they could track me with my ‘link...hell, with the resources Mom had, they probably could listen in on my conversations with it.  So why would they even bother to follow me?  There were certainly security sensors in the Zocalo.  Konrad was probably monitoring them, or having company AIs or netdivers do it for him.


  Stop it, I adjured myself, letting out an exasperated breath.  I was being silly.  Maybe this whole thing was stupid.  Yeah, what Mom had said was pretty ugly, but maybe she was just bullshitting me, trying to get me psyched out by claiming that the Corporate Council had that much control over the government’s policies.


  No.  Mom never bullshitted, and she never bluffed.  But if she was telling the truth, then all those people that were dying, hundreds of thousands of colonists...it could have been prevented.  We could have pushed on at the end of the First War with the Tahni and forced them into surrender instead of agreeing to the Truce.


  Gramps had told me about the First War.  It had started just after the Commonwealth was founded, when they’d discovered the Predecessor base buried on Mars, with its map to the wormhole in the Belt.  The jumpgate there had taken us to Proxima Centauri, and to Hermes, its sole habitable planet.  In the Edge Mountains on Hermes, the first survey mission had found the gigantic metal carving, the map to all the jumpgates throughout the Cluster.  We’d never found any other remnants of the Predecessors and had no idea what they’d been like, where they’d come from or where they’d gone, but they left us the key to the stars.


  But we hadn’t been alone.  The Tahni had been out there, too, and they’d already found the jumpgates.  To their eyes, all those habitable worlds we’d been colonizing were just Tahni property they hadn’t gotten around to developing yet.  There was something religious about it that no one really understood, but for whatever reason, they’d decided to shoot first and ask questions later.


  It had been an ugly war, from what Gramps had told me and what I’d audited in History classes.  Losses had been heavy on both sides, but we’d finally got an edge and pushed them out of our colonies.  Then we’d stopped.  The history books said it was because we couldn’t afford to push any further, that we were exhausted economically, but Gramps said that the vets he talked to felt betrayed, like victory had been stolen from them.


  Either way, things had settled in to a long, tense stalemate, with the jumpgates leading to Tahni space heavily fortified with automated defenses.  Then a couple Commonwealth Space Fleet researchers named Teller and Fox had invented the gravimetic field generator and everything had changed.  It allowed any ship big enough to carry a small fusion reactor to rip a hole into Transition Space, the dimension the jumpgates used, and travel along the gravito-inertial lines of force between stars, what became known as the Transition Lines.


  All of a sudden, jumpgates were meaningless, except for use as communications relays, and the fortifications and automated defenses were useless.  The government had tried to keep a lid on the Teller-Fox drive, but it had leaked—-some said Corporate Council spies had leaked it—-and pretty soon there were groups of private individuals, especially Belters and Martians, who were setting up their own colonies wherever they could find an unoccupied habitable.  Including in the Neutral Zone between the Commonwealth and the Tahni Imperium.


  At first, there’d been nothing the Tahni could do about it; but then, a few years ago, they’d got hold of the Teller-Fox warp unit and duplicated it.  Since then, war had been just about inevitable.  There’d been attempts made to crack down on the illegal colonies, but that had been unpopular politically and finally, the government had given up.  The Tahni hadn’t. though.  They’d fusion bombed the colonies to cinders and killed five hundred thousand people.


  President Jameson had been under a lot of pressure to retaliate, but when he did, it had been half-hearted half-measures.  The Tahni, as we’d just found out in the Battle for Mars, didn’t do half-measures.


  When the notification alert went off on the clean ‘link, it scared the shit out of me and I moved too quickly and too furtively to silence it.  I looked around, paranoid again, before I looked at the screen.  There was a location, somewhere out in the desert about fifty kilometers away, and a map to it, with a brief message beneath.


  Three hours.  Ditch your ‘link.


  I sucked in a breath, trying to keep from shaking.  I walked over to the recycler by the coffee bar and surreptitiously dropped my regular ‘link into it, then headed out the nearest exit.  I’d have to leave the car behind, too, which was going to raise alarms.  I was going to be in big trouble.


  Are you an adult or a kid?  I demanded, hesitating at the exit out onto the sidewalk.


  Behind me, a short, bearded guy with bushy hair scowled at me, gesturing to the door I was blocking.


  “You goin’ or what, dude?”  He demanded.


  “Yeah,” I decided, talking mostly to myself as I stepped through the door.  “I’m going.”
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  I FELT THE WORLD SPINNING around me and had to stop shuffling forward and put a hand against a tree to steady myself.  Nausea washed over me in waves and I scrambled to unlatch my helmet, barely getting it off in time before the bile hit the back of my throat.  My head throbbed and pulsed as I emptied my guts, falling to my knees because I couldn’t keep my balance standing up.


  When I’d finally rid myself of everything in my stomach, I washed my mouth out with a swallow from my canteen and spat it onto the side of the tree.  I grabbed my helmet and staggered to my feet, moving another few meters before I sank to the ground again.  I’d known I wouldn’t be able to walk far with my head spinning like this, but I didn’t want to sit next to the smell of my own vomit.


  This was bad.  This was a serious concussion, and I shivered at the thought that I had a major brain bleed.  I could just fall asleep out here in the woods and never wake up.  That wasn’t how I wanted to go.  That was quiet, and I didn’t sign up to die quiet.


  You signed up because you didn’t have any other choice, the thought came unbidden.


  I leaned back against a tree, slipped my helmet on again and sealed it.  There wasn’t much left to throw up, and I figured the risk was worth the protection and the night vision capabilities.


  Yeah, I hadn’t had any choice.  That night had left me no other choice...
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  THE MOON HAD RISEN by the time I reached the coordinates Gramps had sent me.  It was the remains of an abandoned gas station that had once served the traffic on the lonely desert road back when the roads had traffic and that traffic ran on gasoline.  I looked over my shoulder as I walked down the crumbled and overgrown asphalt, wondering if I could still see the lights of the rental hopper that had dropped me off.  I’d had to pay the guy the last of my trade-notes for the ride, and he’d looked at me like I was crazy when I’d told him where I wanted to go.


  I hoped to hell Gramps showed up, or I’d be totally screwed.  I couldn’t even see the lights of Trans-Angeles from here, and you could see the city for dozens of kilometers at night.  Did anyone live out here anymore?  I hadn’t seen a single house or vehicle the whole flight out.  I fastened the front of my jacket, shivering a little at the night-time chill.


  I found myself checking every shadow for potential threats as I walked into what had once been the parking lot of the station.  It was mostly sand now, with scabs of fragmented asphalt and patches of grass here and there.  Of the building itself, there was mostly just a foundation left, with a meter or so of jagged, broken cement wall blocks still standing in spots.  I saw something moving a few dozen meters down the road and started at the fleeting shadow, but it was too small for a human.  Maybe a coyote or a javelina?  We’d seen those when we’d gone camping out this way.


  I walked twice around the ruins, wondering that anything at all had survived this long, and when I was sure there was no one around, I squatted down gingerly on a flat section of broken concrete and settled in to wait.


  “Tyler.”


  I’d barely felt the cold surface of the rock through the seat of my pants when I jumped back up at the voice from behind me.  It hadn’t been a shout or a whisper, just a low voice from somewhere close by.  I looked around and finally saw the dark silhouette coming out from behind the rusted hulk of some old piece of machinery overgrown with brush and grass behind the station.


  “Gramps?”  I asked hesitantly, backing up a step.


  “Yeah, it’s me,” he said, approaching out of the shadows and revealing his craggy, weathered face to the moonlight.  “What happened?”


  I knew what he meant:  why had I used the emergency contact.


  “Mom found out about my application to the Academy,” I told him, feeling my face redden with embarrassment.  This wasn’t an emergency and I was wasting his time.  “She used her connections to stop me from even being considered.”  Anger replaced the embarrassment for a moment.  “She pretty much said she considers the military to be a job for the chawners, not taxpayers, and said they were pawns the Corporate Council used.  She said the Council was responsible for the Truce, that they kept the Tahni around as a threat to justify their existence.”


  Gramps appeared thoughtful, his dark eyes taking a faraway look.


  “Do you believe her?”  I asked him.


  “I believe she believes it,” he said with a casual shrug.  I was surprised it didn’t piss him off; he was military to the core.  “These are the bedtime stories her father told her.  Do I think that’s how it happened?”  He shook his head.  “Doubtful.  The Council probably made suggestions, but President Cameron wasn’t a pawn for them the way Jameson has been.”


  Denise Cameron had been one of the first presidents of the Commonwealth government; I’d always considered her a personal hero and I was glad to hear that Gramps didn’t think she’d been a traitor.


  “Whether or not the Council can stop a war,” I said, “Mom sure as hell can keep me out of the Academy.  She also had all your addresses blocked and told me I couldn’t talk to you anymore.  She thinks you’re the one who put the idea of going to the Academy in my head.”


  “I probably did,” he admitted with a chuckle, stepping over to the concrete slabs at the back of the old store and sitting down on one.  “Well, the question is, what can we do about it?”


  “Do you know anyone in the Academy that can get around whoever she’s got holding up my application?”  I asked him, still standing, too keyed up to sit.


  “Maybe,” he allowed, shrugging.  “But he might not want to do it.  Your mother has the power to ruin careers.”


  “So, she’s won and that’s it,” I said bitterly, kicking at a loose piece of gravel and sending it skittering into the night.  I almost kicked a larger rock at my feet, but reconsidered and knelt to pick it up, intent on tossing it at the rusted machinery in the weeds.


  “Not necessarily,” Gramps said, raising a hand to calm me down.  “There are other...”


  “I told you once what I’d do if you’d gone too far, Mr. Callas.”  The voice was familiar, slightly accented from somewhere in Europe and full of a smug confidence in his own ability.


  David Konrad stepped out of the shadows, coming from God knew where, a thin smile on his harsh face and a compact pistol in his left hand that drew my eyes like an electromagnet.  Gramps started to rise, but Konrad motioned with the gun and he sank back on the concrete slab, a neutral expression on his face but his dark eyes focused on the younger man.


  “Master Gunnery Sergeant Cesar Torres,” Konrad said, mouth twisting into a sneer as he walked closer, between me and Gramps.  “You, sir, have become a royal pain in the ass.”


  “Don’t call me ‘sir,’ Junior,” Gramps growled at him, eyes hooded.  “I work for a living.”


  “It seems like what you do for a living is alienate Mr. Callas from his mother,” Konrad countered.


  “She’s doing a great job of that all by herself,” I snapped, too irritated to be afraid of the gun.  “How the hell did you find me, Konrad?”


  “I never lost you, Mr. Callas,” he said.  “The minute you bought that ‘clean’ ‘link, the software in your own ‘link took it over.”


  I scowled.  So much for my skills as a spy.


  “What do you plan on doing with that gun, Mr. Konrad?”  Gramps asked him.  “If you’re trying to scare me, you’d best keep in mind you’re not the first man to point a gun at me, nor the best.”


  “I’d never try to scare you,” Konrad told him.  “I have too much respect for you.”


  I felt the hair begin to stand up on the back of my neck.  I had this feeling, like an unshakable premonition, that Konrad hadn’t come here so much to retrieve me as he had to dispose of Gramps.


  “She’d really do this to her own grandfather?”  I said, disbelief in my voice.


  “Patrice,” Gramps repeated something he’d said to me the last time I’d seen him, “is a woman used to making the decisions.”


  He looked resigned, like he had accepted his fate.  I hadn’t.  I still had that rock in my hand.  When Konrad turned his eyes towards Gramps, I slung it at him as hard as I could.  I’d played baseball since I was nine years old, and the rock went exactly where I’d aimed it, right between his eyes.  I lunged in behind the rock, hearing the solid thud of it striking home but not waiting to see the result.  I ducked my head down and felt my shoulder impact his chest; it was like hitting a brick wall, but he went backwards and I came down on top of him, grabbing desperately for his gun.


  I hadn’t been thinking of the danger to myself when I hit him, just about protecting Gramps; but fighting him for that gun, I felt my breath chuffing in my chest, felt my heartbeat pounding in my head and felt the cold knife of fear in my gut.  This was a gun, a real gun not a stunner; it was illegal as all hell in Trans-Angeles, but Konrad worked for Mom, and she was fond of reminding me that she was above the law.  If I didn’t get control of it...


  Konrad was one strong son of a bitch, but he was also stunned by the blow to the head and winded from my shoulder in his gut and my weight on his chest.  I had both hands on the gun, trying to twist it from his grasp before he recovered, so I felt the sharp vibration when it went off, felt the burning on my bare hands from the muzzle flash, and heard the muffled report.


  I knew it hadn’t hit me.  I didn’t hurt; I was sure it would hurt if I’d been shot.  I thought for a second it had gone off into the dirt between us, but then I felt Konrad go limp, felt the strength go out of his hands where he’d been trying to turn the gun towards me.  I looked up into his eyes, saw them opening wide in shock, his mouth slack.  I pulled the gun out of his unresisting fingers and pushed away from him, only then feeling the sticky wetness on the front of my jacket.  Blood was pumping out of the hole in his chest, gushing out, and it was all over me.


  I stared down at it, feeling myself start to shake, hearing the gasping of my own breath loud in my ears as I started to hyperventilate.  My vision seemed to narrow to a dark tunnel with a dying man in the center of it.  He jerked in spasms of firing nerves, fingers clutching at nothing as the life poured out of him.


  I barely noticed when Gramps pulled the gun out of my hands, only looking at him when he gently turned me around with an arm on my shoulder.  He was saying something, but I didn’t comprehend it until he’d repeated it.


  “Take it easy, Ty, take it easy.  Calm down, son.”


  “I killed him.”  I was saying it, but it felt like I was hearing someone else say it.  “I killed him, Gramps.”


  “He’s the one that brought the gun, Ty,” Gramps was telling me.  He stripped my blood-soaked jacket off of me and I was too numb to object.  “You saved my life.”


  I looked back.  Konrad wasn’t breathing and the blood had stopped flowing.  He’d always looked so sure of himself; he didn’t seem sure of anything now.  His face seemed confused in death, as if he hadn’t been expecting it.  I guess most people didn’t.


  “I killed him,” I said again, panic welling up in my guts.  “What the hell am I gonna’ do?  They’ll know...he knew where I was, they can trace me and him here, and when he doesn’t come back...”


  “Your mother won’t allow you to be convicted of murder, Ty,” Gramps reminded me softly.  I glanced at him sharply, realizing with a sickening surge of hope that he was right.  She’d cover it up...and hold it over my head for the rest of my life, to make sure I did exactly what she wanted me to do.  I felt blood drain out of my face at the realization, relief changing to despair in a heartbeat.


  “There’s another way out of this,” Gramps said, hand grasping my arm with a comforting strength.


  “What is it?”  I was a drowning man, grabbing at air.


  “There’s a street surgeon in Vegas,” he told me.  “He owes me a favor.  He can change your appearance, and he can use a retrovirus to alter your DNA signature.  He has the connections to get you a fake ID in the system that will pass enough for you to enlist in the Marines.  That will get you off-planet, and away from your Mother.”


  I was nodding.  Enlisting wasn’t what I had in mind, but it wouldn’t be so bad...


  “Ty.”  There was a foreboding tone in his voice and I glanced over and saw his visage grim.  “You can never go back.  You’ll have to leave Anna and your family, and you won’t have me or your mother to fall back on.  You’ll be on your own.”


  Anna...I hadn’t thought about her.  She’d go out of her mind worrying.  I started to run a hand over my hair, but then realized there was blood dripping off my palm and I shuddered and felt nauseous.


  “If you’re going to do this,” Gramps told me, “we have to go now.  If you’re not, you need to call your mother.”


  I spared one last look at Konrad’s body and had the devastating realization that I couldn’t undo what I’d done and things would never be the same.  I had seconds to decide what I was going to do with the rest of my life.  It was too much, too hard.  It wasn’t fair...


  I gritted my teeth angrily at my own juvenile selfishness.  Life wasn’t fair; it never had been.  Anna had been trying to tell me that...Jesus, was that just hours ago?


  “I can’t spend the rest of my life under her thumb,” I said.  “She sent him to kill you.  I can’t go back and pretend it didn’t happen.”  I wiped at the blood on my hands, wondering if it would ever come off.  “Take me to Vegas, Gramps.  Get me out of here.”
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  I WAS MOVING.  I WASN’T walking, but I was moving.  There was something wrapped around me, folded like a cocoon, touching my cheek teasingly with its damp, cold, plastic fingers.  Touching my cheek?  My helmet was off...hadn’t it been on?  What had happened to my rifle?  I tried to pry my eyes open but it was too dark and I didn’t have my helmet for night vision, so all I got was the vague impression of trees passing somewhere above me.


  Something scraped across my back, a root or a rock, the feeling just a slight bump through my armor.  I was being dragged, I realized dimly.  I was in some sort of travois and I was being dragged through the woods.


  Had I been captured?  I moved my hands to my tactical vest and felt the comforting outline of the compact pistol holstered on the right side of my chest.  The Tahni wouldn’t have left it.  I sighed out the breath I’d been holding and closed my eyes, giving into the grogginess that had settled over me.


  #
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  THE AIR DRAGGED AT me with a blanket of humidity and the heat of too-close 82 Eridani beat down relentlessly in the hell of a Summer afternoon on Inferno.  Tartarus, the planet’s largest (and only) city, was the home to the Commonwealth military headquarters, mostly because no one else wanted it.


  I wiped sweat off my forehead with my free hand, always my right hand to keep it ready to salute an officer, and cinched my duffle bag tighter with my left.  When I’d first arrived here, months ago, the bag had felt like it weighed a ton, since the gravity here was just a bit higher than Earth’s.  I’d gotten used to it all through twelve weeks of Boot Camp and then another fourteen of Force Reconnaissance Qualification.  The humidity though, I didn’t think I’d ever get used to that.


  The command offices for First Force Recon Battalion was tucked away in a remote corner of the Fleet Marine Corps Headquarters, and as I walked through the complex the ground fairly shook with the pounding of battlesuit footpads.  The four-meter-tall battlesuit troopers were what most people thought of when they heard “Marine,” and it was what I’d thought of all those years I’d imagined becoming a Marine Corps officer.  They towered over me with an imposing bulk of a ton of BiPhase Carbide, man-shaped but with a curved dome of bare metal where a head would be.  Their weapons mounts were empty here on base, but they could carry anti-armor missiles, Gatling lasers, plasma guns or rapid-fire Gauss cannons when the need arose.


  They trudged along in squad formations down the fusion-form road, a constant bass drum-beat as the Marines inside practiced meshing with the control systems through the interface jacks they’d had implanted in their heads.  I’d been a bit relieved when I was selected for Force Recon, because I honestly wasn’t looking forward to having the ‘face jacks stuck in my temples.  And once they were there, they were there forever.


  I guess I had Gramps to thank for that:  all that time outdoors, all that tactical training we’d done, had made me a natural for Recon.  Qualification was supposed to be hard, to cull the herd, but I’d found it easier than Boot.  Boot Camp had been like stepping into someone else’s life, which I suppose it was.  Being treated like a nobody with no past that mattered had helped me to make the transition from being Tyler to being Randall.  Well, into being Munroe.  In the Marines, I may as well have not had a first name.


  Finally, I came to a large, old-fashioned physical sign with letters ten centimeters high made from some gold-colored metal:  First Battalion, Fleet Marine Corps Force Reconnaissance.  It was at the open end of a horseshoe-shaped building four stories tall and probably three hundred meters from one end to the other, arranged around a grass parade field.  At the center of the field, three flags shifted fitfully in the warm wind on poles fifty meters tall.  Tallest was the Commonwealth flag, with its spiral galaxy on a field of blue in the left corner, surrounded by alternating red and white stripes.  Gramps told me it was based on the old US flag.  On either side of it were the flags of the Space Fleet and the Fleet Marine Corps, respectfully lower, each displaying their mottos in Latin beneath their respective symbols.  The Fleet had their stylized globe crossed by arrows and the pretentious deinceps ad tenebra, "forward into darkness;" while the Marines had the more traditional eagle clutching a fistful of arrows and the classic semper fidelis, "always faithful."


  A pair of Marines in field utilities were walking up the path towards me as I approached, and I peered carefully at them to make sure who I should be saluting.  They were enlisted, though, Lance Corporals and not much older than me.


  “You know I heard the Tahni took Demeter,” the female was saying and my ears perked up at that.  Demeter was one of the oldest colonies.  If the enemy had actually taken it...


  “Bullshit!”  The other, a male, commented instinctively.  “That’s just rumors.”


  “No shit, man.  This isn’t a rumor, it’s straight from my buddy over in Fleet Intell.  They took it even before the Battle for Mars, but...”


  She stopped as they noticed me and halted in their tracks.


  “Well, what we got here?”  The one to my right squinted as he peered at me from under the brim of his utility cap.  “New meat for the grinder?”  He was taller than me, but skinnier as well, with a pinched face that reminded me of a weasel.


  “Lance Corporal,” I said with a nod, “could you point me to Captain Kapoor’s office?  I need to report to him.”


  “You’re one of Kapoor’s Cannibals, huh?”  The other one asked, chuckling.  She was much shorter than her companion, skin as dark as his was pale, with a smile that seemed to come easily to her.  “Well, good luck.”  She jerked a thumb back over her shoulder and to my left.  “Delta Company’s offices are that-a-way, ground floor.”


  “Thanks,” I told her, smiling back, then moving on past them.


  “Kapoor’s Cannibals?”  What the hell was that all about?  And the Tahni had taken Demeter?


  Shit.  That is not good.


  The officers started coming thick and fast as I hit the main walkway around the parade ground, and my arm was getting tired of saluting by the time I reached the small, machine-lettered sign on the wall that told me the next identical, cookie-cutter office belonged to Delta Company.  I passed through the door and sighed with relief as air conditioning hit me, drying off the sweat I’d accumulated ever since I boarded the bus to the other end of the city two hours before.


  Another Lance Corporal was at the front desk, propped up on his elbows, watching a movie on his 2-D flat-screen, looking immensely bored.  His eyes barely moved as I approached, probably just enough to determine I wasn’t an officer or higher-ranking NCO.


  “Yeah?”  He grunted, eyes still glued to the screen.


  “I’m Private Munroe,” I told him, wondering if all Lance Corporals were dicks or if I’d just gotten lucky.  “I’m supposed to report to Captain Kapoor.”


  Now the Lance did look at me, eyes narrowing as a frown passed across his face.


  “Since when does Captain Kapoor have PFC’s report to him instead of their Platoon Sergeant?”


  “Man, I’m new here,” I said, raising a hand palm-up in surrender.  “I got no idea, I just go where they tell me.”


  He made a face, then paused his movie and brought up a schedule, sniffing in disbelief when he found the note.


  “Okay,” he said with a shrug.  He glanced over at me.  “You can leave your bag behind my desk.”  He reached over and touched a control on the desktop.  “Sir, there’s a Private Munroe here to see you.”


  “Send him in.”  The voice was a clear baritone, a voice that could carry in a crowd.


  I shifted my duffle off of my shoulder and set it down by the wall behind the Corporal’s chair, then moved over to the plain, white door marked with a subdued nameplate and knocked twice.


  “Come.”


  I took a deep breath and pushed through, taking a very brief mental snapshot before I braced to attention.  The office was small and sparsely adorned, the only personal touch a small photo frame cycling short holographic videos of people who I assumed were the Captain’s family.  The Captain was a short man but broad-shouldered, his skin a medium brown, his eyes an unfathomable dark and his head totally depilated, without even eyebrows.  His utility fatigues were so crisp you could have cut yourself on them.


  “Private Munroe reports,” I said just as crisply, saluting with the precision I’d been taught not that long ago in Boot Camp.


  He took a moment to return my salute, regarding me with an appraising glance.  When he dropped his hand, I dropped mine as well, but stayed at attention.  I felt his eyes boring into me and the sweat started trickling down my back again as I wondered if I were somehow in trouble.


  “At ease, Munroe,” he finally said, and a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding hissed out of me as I allowed myself to meet his dark eyes.  “Have a seat.”  He motioned at the chair across the desk from him and I sat in it, still not really relaxing.


  “So, Mr. Munroe,” he said, his hands flat on the desk in front of him.  “You might be wondering why you’re reporting to me instead of Sgt. Gomez, your Squad Leader, or Lt. Yassa, your Platoon Leader.”


  He paused for just a heartbeat, but it was long enough that I sensed he wanted an answer.  “Yes, sir,” I said, still using the voice I’d learned talking to drill sergeants.


  He sighed.  “Relax, Munroe,” he told me.  “This isn’t Boot.  We’re all Marines here, and more importantly, we’re all Recon.”


  “Yes, sir,” I said, my voice less strident and more conversational.  “Honestly, sir, I’ve never really reported to anyone before, so I wasn’t aware it was unusual until your clerk told me so a couple minutes ago.”


  He nodded.  “You’ll have to take my word that it is.  I wanted to talk to you myself because it isn’t every day we get a recruit who qualifies for Recon straight out of Boot Camp, nor do those who do qualify usually graduate first in their class.”


  I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just said, “Yes, sir.”


  He sat back in his chair, hands linking in his lap.  Ropy muscles flexed under his fatigue sleeves and I reflected that I did not want to try unarmed combat with this man.


  “Most Marine recruits,” he said, “are chawners trying to get off the dole.  That’s fine for the most part:  they’re highly motivated, they’re used to the living conditions here and on board ship, and they’re content with the knowledge that when they get killed, their family will receive their service benefits.  But what’s good for the general military isn’t necessarily good for Recon.  Because you know what chawners in the city don’t like, Munroe?”


  “No, sir,” I said, lying.  I knew exactly what he was going to say, and I felt my gut twisting in anticipation of where this conversation was going.


  “They don’t like being outside the city,” he said, his dark eyes hooded and skeptical.  “Many of them are agoraphobes—-true, most of the outright ones don’t make it through Boot Camp, but some do.  And no chawner has any woodcraft or any experience trying to walk in the wilderness silently...hell, trying to do anything silently.”


  He was right about that.  Watching most of the recruits try to master infiltration techniques had been painful.  They sounded like a herd of wild horses...and most had never seen a horse, or any other animal other than a dog or cat, in real life.


  “Your file,” he told me, picking an issue tablet off his desk and turning it around to show me my official personnel packet, an expensive work of fiction, “says you’re from the Kibera neighborhood of Trans-Angeles.”


  “The Ten-Eighty-Seven,” I agreed.  That was an affectation of the chawners in Trans-Angeles, to refer to their building number as a neighborhood.


  “Bullshit,” he said flatly, smacking the tablet onto his desk hard enough to make me flinch.  “I’ve seen a lot of men and women pass through here, Private Munroe, and every single one who was at home in the woods as you had experience in the wilderness.  That’s why most Recon Marines are from the colonies.”


  I felt my throat close up and my chest constrict.  I started to look out of the corner of my eyes for the MPs I was sure would be coming into the office to take me into custody.  I saw a thin smile pass across Kapoor’s face.


  “Relax, Munroe,” he told me.  “I don’t give a damn.  I don’t care what arrest warrant or custody case you’re hiding from.  I’m not with the Patrol; my job is to kill the enemy.  If you can help me kill the enemy, then as far as I’m concerned, you didn’t exist before you joined the Marines.”


  “Yes, sir,” I rasped, my throat still dry but my stomach beginning to settle down.  “That’s why I’m here.”


  “Glad to hear it, because we need Marines like you in Recon,” he said, all sweetness and light now, night and day from just a moment before.  “The armor troopers get all the press, but do you know what each of those battlesuits drags along behind it, Munroe?”  He sniffed disdainfully.  “A big-ass logistics train is what.  You can drop a platoon of Force Recon behind enemy lines with maybe an un-crewed resupply drop somewhere nearby and we can operate for weeks before the enemy even knows we’re there.  You drop battlesuits, you’d better be establishing a beachhead where you can bring down a maintenance and service unit for them within twenty-four hours, and be able to defend it.


  “And stealth?”  He snorted louder this time.  “You may as well stick a Brahman bull in an art exhibit.  The armor boys look very impressive, but by the time they show up, half the work's already done.  Meanwhile, Recon gets a quarter of the funding, a quarter of the personnel and all the dirtiest jobs."  He laughed and shot me a glance.  "Have I talked you out of wanting to be here yet?"


  "No, sir," I assured him, warming up to his mannerisms a bit.  "This is exactly where I belong."


  "Then welcome to the Cannibals, Private Munroe."  He stood and I jumped to my feet, ready to salute.  He offered me a hand first and I shook it; it felt like an iron claw inside a glove of flesh.  "You're dismissed.  Go report to your Platoon Leader."


  I came to attention and saluted and he returned it.  I did a textbook about-face and closed the door behind me, sighing out a relieved breath once it was between us.  That had been nerve-wracking.


  "Cap's something else, isn't he?"  The Lance said, grinning at my discomfort.


  "Can you point me to Lt. Yassa, Lance?"  I asked him, ignoring the question.  I still had to find a barracks and unload my gear before chow.


  #
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  THE BARRACKS ROOM TO which I'd been assigned seemed small until I realized there were only two cots.  Wow, after over six months squeezed into a hall with a couple dozen other Marines, I was going to have just one roommate.  I wasn't sure I could handle all the privacy.


  Whoever my roomie was, he wasn't around at the moment, but I could tell which bunk was his by the decorations on the wall around it.  They were cheap 3-D stickers, the kind you could find in any street corner kiosk, and the ones that didn't involve improbable sex acts featured soccer players.  I'd never gotten into soccer; Mom insisted it was designed to distract the poor, although for some reason she didn't feel that way about baseball.


  I caught myself and paused in unpacking my duffle.  I hadn't thought about Mom in months, had done my best to not think about my previous life.  My conversation with Captain Kapoor had brought all of it back with a vengeance, and I found myself missing Anna.  I wondered what she thought had happened to me, wondered what Mom had told her.  I should try to send her a message, if I could figure out a way to do it without being traced.


  "Who the hell are you?"


  I'd started to turn at the sound of the door swinging open, so I wasn't surprised by the question.  The man who asked it was short and wiry, with his dark hair in tight curls a centimeter off his scalp.  His face was narrow and angular like the blade of a knife, and there was a dark cynicism in his eyes.


  "Randall Munroe," I told him.  I didn't offer a hand because you never knew how people would take it; I'd learned that being friendly to strangers wasn't at all universal.  "I guess we'll be sharing this room."


  "Damn," he muttered, brushing past me to flop down on his bunk, hands behind his head.  "I'd just got used to having the place to myself."


  "What happened to the last guy?"  I asked idly, turning back to my duffle, pulling out the last few items and stacking them neatly in the drawer under the bunk.


  "He blew his brains out on a live fire," the skinny Marine said matter-of-factly.


  I glanced over, and the surprise I felt must have been evident on my face.


  "It happens," he expounded with a philosophical shrug.  "Some people take a while to figure out that this is going to be their home for a long time; and when they do, they can't handle it."


  I frowned, confused.  "But you can quit any time we're not actually in battle or in transit.  Why don't they just go home?"


  He eyed me balefully.  "Gringo, if staying home was an option, how many people you think would enlist?"


  "You have a name?"  I asked him bluntly, "or should I just get a head start on calling you Asshole?"


  He looked up sharply, anger flashing across his face, but then he slowly smiled.  He stood up and offered a forearm and I bumped it.  That was a thing in certain parts of the cities; we didn't do it in the circles I ran in.


  "I'm Juan Pacheco," he told me, "but everyone calls me Johnny.  You said your name was Randall...is that what you go by?"


  I hesitated.  I hadn't thought about it, really.  Did I want to be Randy?  Fuck it.


  "Just call me Munroe."
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  "GO!"


  I was stepping off the ramp before I was conscious that I'd heard the word, letting the darkness swallow me up.  I couldn't feel the wind through my armor, and I couldn't see a damn thing even with my helmet's infrared and thermal vision.  The clouds were too thick to even see the glow of the gas giant this moon orbited, though I’d seen it from the ship on the way in, a grey and white and orange ball of roiling gas.  The dead-reckoning mapping program in my HUD knew exactly where I was, though, and told me exactly what I should be doing.


  I touched a control on my wrist and the carbon fiber wings on my backpack snapped out into position.  I felt the air catch them and my stomach lurched as I popped upward and began soaring forward as well as down.


  "Echo Five wings deployed," I reported, my voice sounding strained and breathless.  In my HUD, I could see the green icons of the others in Third Squad, my squad, arrayed in a vaguely V-shaped formation with Gunny Anderson at the center.  Ahead of us was First, with Lt Yassa at its hinge point.


  "All Echo units deployed," Anderson said, his voice as rough and gravelly as a pre-Collapse highway.  Every time he talked, I fought a sympathetic reflex to clear my throat.


  "All Alpha units deployed," I heard Lt. Yassa's pleasant contralto announce in counterpoint.  "On my mark, fire thrusters.  Three, two, one...mark."


  I felt a rumbling whoosh from the compact jet engine on my backpack, then a hard and insistent push against my harness.  The twin Vs in my HUD readout shifted across the map screen kilometers at a time, though you couldn’t have proved it by what I could see.  The lander was long gone, gliding through the thick clouds with its engines shut down to avoid drawing attention to us.


  The jets on our flight harnesses went bingo fuel in less than five minutes, but we’d built up a pretty good velocity by then and the atmosphere was thick enough under the wings that we were moving forward a lot faster than we were descending.  By the time we came out of the cloud cover, we were only ten or twelve kilometers from the objective and about three thousand meters up.  It was night on this side of the moon; the Fleet had timed the attack for that, but I could still see the outline of the mountains in the distance on IR.


  My visor darkened automatically as a defense laser ripped apart the night only a few kilometers away, ionizing a corridor of air on its way out of the atmosphere.  I gritted my teeth, trying not to imagine what would happen if I came too close to that superheated plasma.  Then I fought not to jerk away as proton beams answered the laser, stabbing downward with actinic blasts of lightning, creating shockwaves I could feel buffeting me even from kilometers away.  I felt like we were ants caught in an argument between the gods.


  “All Alpha and Echo units,” Yassa’s voice sounded in the headphones of my helmet, “cut loose wing-packs.”


  I reached over my shoulders with both hands and found the quick-release toggles, grabbing them both and yanking forward simultaneously.  The wing-pack, together with the propulsion unit and empty fuel tanks, fell away backwards and I barely remembered to extend my arms and legs to stabilize myself for free-fall.  Now the only thing keeping gravity from having its way with my puny pink body was my parachute, which seemed like a silly damn thing to trust with your life but was still the stealthiest way down.


  I tried not to stare at the altimeter readout in my HUD, but it was decreasing pretty fast and I was starting to wonder if Lt. Yassa hadn't forgotten about the part where we had to manually open the chutes.  But just before the counter crawled past 300 meters, she gave the order.


  "All units deploy parachutes."


  I pulled the rip-cord before the last word was out of her mouth and felt a satisfying wrench backwards as my canopy filled with air.  I looked up to check it and saw that it was properly inflated, then looked around at the others.  All good chutes, it looked like.


  "All Echo chutes deployed," Anderson reported.


  "All Alpha chutes deployed," Yassa said, very business-like for a young officer on her very first combat operation, I thought.  Then I laughed silently at my own hubris.  This was my very first combat operation, too, and she'd been in Recon two months longer than I had.  "Retrieve weapons and cut loose your packs.  Touchdown in thirty seconds."


  My backpack was slung between my legs, hooked to my harness to make room for the wing setup and parachute, and my Gauss rifle was strapped across the top of it.  I reached down and unlatched the straps that held it in place, tucking the stock under my right arm before I hit the release that sent my backpack unreeling down a three-meter-long strap to swing pendulously beneath me.


  I could see the ground now, could see the scaly surface of the local equivalent of trees approaching, and I pulled down on the chute's steering toggle to correct my descent.  Then the clearing was below me, shockingly close, and I pulled down on both toggles of the glider chute and touched down on the soles of my boots, tip-toeing across the hard, rocky soil until I dug my heels in and dragged them to a halt.


  My helmet's external microphones picked up the stomping of combat boots and the rasp of discarded parachutes catching on the thorny brush, but no speaking and no breathing; all that was inside our helmets, constrained and guarded.  I went to my position on the defensive perimeter, ten meters away from Johnny on one side and Sgt. Gomez on the other and pointed my Gauss rifle out into the night.


  I couldn't see anything but the thorny, scaly tree-things, even on infrared and thermal.  I didn't really expect to; the mission brief said this moon didn't have any animal life larger than a few centimeters long, and most of those lived underground.  And I sure didn't expect to see any Tahni troops out and about on patrol, not in the middle of an orbital bombardment.


  Behind us, Gunny Anderson and Lt. Yassa did the sort of stuff that Platoon Sergeants and Platoon Leaders do while they keep grunts waiting, and the rest of us kept a careful watch of the pseudo-trees.


  “Sgt. Gomez and Third Squad,” I heard Lt. Yassa’s voice in my ear, “you’re with me.  Sgt. Kane and First, you’ll follow Gunny Anderson to the LZ and clear it for the lander.  Let’s move out.  Maintain communications silence unless I say different or we come into contact with the enemy.”


  This was it, I thought as our fire team moved out with Gomez in the lead, with the LT in-between us and the other team.  We were actually doing it.  It was a pretty straightforward op as these things went.  This moon was what was left of one of the staging bases for the attack on Mars, one the Tahni hadn’t cleared out yet, probably because they figured it might come in handy for a future attack on the Solar System, maybe even Earth itself.  The Scout Service had found out about it and figured it would be an easy win, as well as a nice target for some intelligence gathering, which was where we came in.  While the Fleet was attacking the picket ships and orbital defenses, Force Recon was being sent in to acquire prisoners and preserve intelligence.


  Us.  We were being sent in.  My platoon.  I want to say I was psyched, that finally being in real combat was a rush.  Honestly though, I was scared shitless.  Scared of dying, scared of killing, but mostly scared of fucking up.  This wasn’t practice, this wasn’t Virtual Reality training, this wasn’t a walk-through.  This was the shit.


  I tried to shut out the fear and doubt and concentrate on doing my job.  From the mapping program in my HUD, I could tell we were two kilometers from the Tahni base, and normally I would have been worried about tripping security sensors, but one look at the blackened and splintered trees and the smoking craters blown into the dirt all around us told me there wouldn’t be any sensors left functioning.  Proton beams were all that were coming now, but Fleet had spent an hour bombarding everything up to three kilometers around the base with Gauss cannons.  The base itself was buried under three meters of dirt, powered by an underground fusion reactor and had electromagnetic shielding, but we hoped we were at least keeping them looking up.


  I nearly stumbled as another laser probed the sky, and a proton cannon answered it like the hammer of a titan, shaking the ground even though it had impacted kilometers away.  The footing was tricky through the wasteland, and our formation kept stretching out and bunching up as we moved around one ragged crater after another, over churned dirt and rock and the splintered remnants of trees.  If it hadn’t been for the navigation screen guiding us, I know we’d never have found the base; even then, I wasn’t totally confident that the Scouts’ estimates of where the entrances were located was accurate.


  I was itching to ask Sgt. Gomez if he thought the mapping program was wonky, trying to figure out a way to do it without getting the LT mad at me for breaking comms silence, when I saw Lt Yassa's fist raise to halt our advance.  She sank to one knee and the rest of us did the same, and I started hunting the surroundings for threats.  Then she went to the prone, bringing her weapon to her shoulder.


  Oh, shit.


  I went down to my belly, grateful that the armor kept the rocks and other debris from digging into my chest and knees, and brought my Gauss rifle around to point outward, careful to note the position of the other members of my squad from their IFF (Identification Friend or Foe) transponders.  I still couldn't make out a damn thing:  there were more and more fires the closer we came to the base, and the bombardment, and everything was a haze of glare and smoke on thermal and infrared.  But she had to have seen something...


  There was a flash of movement, barely perceptible, off a bit to my right, almost toward Johnny's position.  Just a shadow cast by the fires against the smoke, and I couldn't pin down its source at first.  Then it lengthened and cohered and I could see that it was almost straight ahead...no, it was to the right.  Shit, it was straight ahead and to the right!


  I clenched my jaws to keep from yelling out their positions; Lt. Yassa obviously knew they were there, and the others probably saw them, too.  My HUD was blinking a warning now, putting a threat icon over each of the three...no, four figures emerging from the smoke.  They were Tahni Shock-Troops, brawny and oversized in their power-assisted armor, the servos at the joints letting them carry more weight at the expense of being more prone to breakdowns and requiring a lot more maintenance than regular infantry.  Their visored helmets scanned back and forth robotically, their hands filled with the fat cylinders of their rapid-fire KE guns.


  The fuckers had actually sent out a patrol in the middle of an orbital bombardment.  It was probably the right call, but it was also pretty damned ruthless.  My HUD told me they were only thirty meters away and I was screaming in my head so loud for Lt. Yassa to give the order to fire that I almost didn't hear when she did.  My finger worked on instinct though, overriding my conscious mind, and pressing against the trigger pad as the target reticle floated over the closest Tahni in my HUD.


  I'd fired tens of thousands of rounds through a Gauss rifle at the range and in live-fire exercises, but there was something different about this time.  The kick felt harder when that 10mm tungsten slug left the barrel, propelled by an electromagnetic coil at 3,000 meters per second, and the shock-trooper didn’t just fall down the way the targets had at the range.  I hit him center mass, right where his armor was the thickest, but at this range, he may as well have been naked.  The slug created a jet of plasma as it sliced through the alloy breastplate, blowing a hole through his torso the size of my fist, but he stayed upright, propped up by the servos in his exoskeletal armor supports, staring at me like one of the robots the Tahni religion wouldn’t let them build.


  I put a second round into him without intent, because my conscious brain hadn’t yet processed why he hadn’t fallen, and this one took off the top of his helmet, and most of his head with it.  By the time I’d been able to force myself to shift targets to another of the Shock-troopers, they’d all been taken out by the others, one of them practically dismembered by multiple shots.


  “Cease fire,” the LT’s voice said firmly but calmly inside my helmet.  “Gomez, take a team and set up security fifty meters up.  Munroe, Pacheco, you’re with me.”


  I took a second to get my breathing back under control, then made sure my rifle was on safe before I used the buttstock to lever myself up off the ground, following Lt. Yassa as she carefully approached the enemy troopers.  Two of them had fallen, toppling because they were caught between strides by the gunfire, while the other two still stood like grotesque, bleeding memorials, forced into service after death.


  The LT checked each of them while Johnny and I kept a look-out, but I snuck a glance every few seconds.  Their armor was thicker than ours, but also less flexible and harder to camouflage:  anything that used that kind of power couldn’t be concealed well from thermal sensors without cooking the guy inside it.  Their KE guns used electromagnetic coils like our Gauss rifles but their superconductors needed lower temperatures than ours, so they were fitted with a fat, cylindrical cooling jacket full of liquid nitrogen.  They didn’t shoot big slugs like ours either, opting instead for rate of fire, propelling hundreds of tantalum needles a second at obscene velocities.


  It was a different philosophy, and I guess that was fitting, since they weren’t human for all they were humanoid.  We knew so little about them, despite having been at war with them twice now, with a decades-long cold war between.  All we knew, we'd gleaned from prisoners we'd captured, and not much from them.  Gramps had told me we'd never managed to get any significant intelligence assets on their homeworld, Tahn-Skyyiah, not so much as a micro-probe.


  Johnny looked over as Lt. Yassa yanked the helmet off of one of the two who'd been propped up standing by their armor.  The face inside the helmet was frozen in death, the light gone out from the dark, liquid eyes half-buried under boney ridges, the square, shovel-like jaws slack.  His nose was flat almost to the point of nonexistence, and his head was depilated except for a strip from the brows back to the nape that grew out into a pony-tail long enough to wrap around his neck.


  "I don't think they managed to get a signal back to their base," Lt. Yassa decided, after examining the Tahni radio equipment.  "The jamming seems to have worked."


  She began working at something inside the helmet, twisting it this way and that.  After a few seconds of curiously watching her, I couldn’t help but look at the slack features of the dead Tahni.


  "Are they all dudes?"  Johnny wondered.


  "The Tahni don't allow females in combat," I told him.  "It's got something to do with their sexual cycle; the males kind of lose control when they're in heat and it's against their religion to use any sort of chemicals to stop that."


  Lt. Yassa looked over at me and through her faceplate, I could see one eyebrow go up.  "I see someone's been doing their homework, Private Munroe," she said, sounding a bit impressed.  She had something in her hand, something I thought she’d taken out of the helmet:  it was a thin, curved plate with circuitry worked into it, but I didn’t get a good look at it before she slipped it into a pouch of her vest.


  I remembered something Gramps had quoted to me.  "Know your enemy and know yourself," I repeated to her, "and you need not fear the results of a hundred battles."


  "And now he's quoting Sun Tzu at me," Yassa laughed, yanking the KE gun out of the dead shock-trooper's hands, pulling loose its power connection and tossing it away.  "You looking to go to Officer's Candidate School, Munroe?"


  "Not me, ma'am," I assured her, copying her example and disarming another of the dead Tahni.  "I'm not smart enough to be an officer."


  "Or maybe he's too smart to be an officer," Johnny commented with a chuckle as he tossed away the last KE rifle.


  "Okay, enough chatter," Yassa said, getting serious again.  "Let's move out."


  I decided I liked Lt. Yassa.  I knew this was her first real combat, but she seemed to be handling it like a pro, which was helping me to stay calm as well.


  We found Gomez and the others laid out in the prone in a semi-circle around the edge of an impact crater; they jumped up at the LT's signal and fell back into a double wedge formation.  I knew we were heading the right direction when I saw the EM projector.  It looked like a gigantic dish antennae mounted on a massive column about three meters tall and four meters across, standing out against the faint glow of fires on the horizon lighting up the clouds of smoke that filled the sky, and I could feel my hair standing on end beneath my armor three hundred meters away.


  "Everyone on line," Yassa told us, spreading us out as we approached the defense shield projector.  "Watch for any ingress points."


  "Is that a fancy word for 'door,' ma'am?"  Johnny cracked from off to my left.


  "Shut up, Pacheco," Gomez snapped, but I couldn't help chuckling softly to myself.


  "That's an officer word for door, Pacheco," she answered, and I thought I heard a grin in her voice.


  There was a background hum that grew louder and more noticeable the closer we came to the dish, and the hair standing up turned into an almost painful tingling all over my body.  The air was glowing hundreds of meters above us, where the fields from the dishes intersected and the shield turned the atmosphere into a plasma, guarding the base from incoming fire...and, conversely, making it harder for them to detect us out here.  We hadn’t seen it before because of the smoke and clouds, and honestly because we were too busy watching for enemy to look up, but now I noticed the roiling, stirring fire in the clouds.


  That took shitloads of power, and the fact they were still bothering with it—-and with patrols—-told me they weren’t wiping their data and bugging out.  Which was perfect for us, if we could just find the damn ingress...


  “Got something,” Gomez announced.


  The LT held us up and jogged over to his position in the line while we all took a knee.  I tried not to let my attention drift away from my area of the line to try to sneak a look at what Gomez had found.  We were close now, and someone might come out to check on that patrol.


  “Everyone over here,” Yassa ordered.  “Fire-team Alpha, pull security; Fire-team Bravo, entry protocol.”


  “Hoo-ah,” I grunted, standing and jogging towards her and Gomez.  Fire-team Bravo was us:  Johnny, PFC Moon, Lance Corporal Abdi and me.  I guess she trusted us, for some reason.


  There was an access hatch set in concrete in the ground, about two meters across, with some sort of electronic input panel affixed to it.  It had been slate grey, I think, until the soot from the fires had coated it black.  Lt. Yassa knelt down next to it and retrieved from her vest whatever it was she’d taken off the Tahni Shock-Trooper.  She pulled a multi-tool from another pouch and used a utility blade to connect two terminals on the curved board, and the input panel lit up in some weird purplish color.


  She quickly stood and backed away and all of us in the fire team swung our rifles around to cover the hatch as it began to swing open.  A halo of pale light leaked out as the opening yawned wider, and I linked the sight of my rifle to my HUD and stuck the barrel into the hatch.  The view from the sight camera filled half the display in my helmet, and it showed me an odd-looking staircase/ladder combination that led from the hatch opening down several meters to a large chamber, bare-walled and featureless except for a few scattered plastic cases.  I didn’t know what they’d held, but they were empty now, their hinged lids open.


  “It’s clear as far as I can see,” I reported, pulling my weapon back up and tucking it into my shoulder.


  “You and Pacheco head down and pull security,” Yassa said, motioning towards the hatch as it reached a ninety-degree angle and ground to a halt.


  I leaned over the edge of the hole, keeping my rifle ahead of me, trying to get a better look at the set-up the Tahni used in place of a ladder.  It involved a weird combination of alternating recesses and ledges built into the wall and I finally just shook my head and swung my legs out into the hole, keeping one hand on the rim of the hatch and the other pointing my Gauss rifle downward.  It was hard to see my feet that way, but I caught one of the ledges with a toe then brought my hand down to the one in front of my face.


  This was awkward.  I figured the gravity on this moon was maybe three quarters Earth normal, so I thought, the hell with it and dropped straight down.  It was about three meters and I felt a twinge in my knees as they bent to absorb the impact.  I stumbled forward, catching my balance and turning it into a jog towards the chamber’s single exit, a wide corridor angling just slightly downward.  It was dimly-lit and deserted at the moment, but it curved a dozen or so meters ahead and I couldn’t see beyond that.


  I heard a loud impact behind me, the noise punctuated by a pained grunt and knew that Johnny had pulled the same stunt I had, but with less aplomb.  He staggered up beside me, cursing softly, and took up a position on the other side of the entrance to the hallway.


  “We’re in place, LT,” I reported, redundant, since I knew she would be monitoring the feed from our helmet cameras, but instinctive.


  “Stay there,” she told me.  “We’re coming down.”


  Lt. Yassa led them down at a more sedate and careful pace, and I could see her coming up behind us with Gomez while Moon and Abdi crouched at the bottom of the ladder and kept an eye on the open hatch.


  “Munroe, you’re on point,” she told me, slapping me on the shoulder.  “Sgt. Gomez, bring up the rear.”


  “Aye, ma’am.” I said, feeling my chest get a bit tighter as I moved through the doorway.


  On point, heading underground into an enemy base, praying their shields held up so we didn’t get skragged by our own Fleet.  This was so much better than being a pampered Corporate Council stooge.


  Then I had to laugh because I realized I wasn’t being sarcastic.


  The corridor descended as it curved, and the lighting grew brighter and more garish as it went downward.  My visor filtered it out after a moment, but it was enough to remind me of a lecture I’d received on Tahni anatomy in Recon training.  They saw slightly higher into the spectrum of light than humans, not dramatically different but enough that their artificial lighting looked odd to us, and ours was nearly painful to them.  There were dozens of little differences we’d been lectured on:  their fingers had more joints than ours, their toes were longer and wider, and while their organs were similar to ours, they were in different places and configurations.  And yet it was the similarities that baffled all the scientists in every article I’d ever audited.  They could eat our food, breathe our air, and make sounds similar enough to ours that we could basically, with a few modifications, speak to each other.


  That was way too close to be a coincidence, or at least most people thought so.  A lot of people thought the Predecessors had interfered with Tahni evolution way back when, and not all of those people were crackpot conspiracy theorists or Predecessor Cult nutcases.  I kind of bought it; the fact we were so close to each other biologically was probably the reason we wound up fighting each other.  We wanted the same habitable planets, but in their case, it was like a religious imperative...if only anyone really understood their religion.


  I stopped thinking about religion and anatomy abruptly, when I rounded the corner into a level straightaway and nearly ran into the back of an unarmored, uniformed Tahni soldier.  His arms were full of a stack of the plastic storage bins like the ones I’d seen empty back in the entrance chamber, and I had a sudden flash of intuition that was exactly where he was coming from.


  We needed prisoners for interrogation, and this seemed about as best a chance as we were going to get.  We’d prepared for this before the mission:  the grenade launcher under the barrel of the Gauss rifle was loaded with a stunner.  My fingers went to the trigger automatically, reaching ahead of the Gauss rifle’s power pack and sliding off the safety, then yanking back on the launch lever.  The projectile popped out of the launcher with a puff of coldgas and smacked into the middle of his back with a loud slap.  There was an electrical hum that I could hear through my external microphones and the Tahni soldier jerked and spasmed, the tubs falling from his hands to crash on the floor way too loudly.  The Tahni followed the boxes, collapsing face-first with a meaty thump on the concrete floor.


  “Moon, Abdi,” Yassa snapped from behind me, “take the prisoner back to the entrance chamber.  Restrain him and hold him there until the rest of us come back.”


  “Roger that, ma’am,” Moon replied as the two of them moved forward to grab the Tahni by the back of his uniform and drag him back the way we’d come.  I kept watch down the corridor, with Johnny beside me.  It was empty and there were no other doors for as far as we could see before it hit a T-juncture and split in two.


  "Move out, Munroe," Yassa told me.


  "Just the four of us," Johnny muttered.  I expected Yassa or Gomez to slap him down, but they didn't respond.


  I moved quickly down the hallway to the junction, not wanting anyone to get a jump on us with only one avenue of retreat.  I paused there and took a quick look both directions, keeping back far enough that I wouldn't be spotted by someone farther down.  To the left, the corridor ended after about thirty meters in a fortified and secured metal door, a lock panel set in the wall next to it, while on the right it curved around and inclined downward again.


  "That'd be the armory on the left," Lt. Yassa said.  "Go right."


  To the right, we began passing other rooms, their doors oval and with plastic boards set at foot level for kicking; it was how they announced they were coming in.  I thought it was odd we hadn't seen that many people yet, but then I thought about what a bunch of Marines and Fleet people would be doing if we were under orbital attack by the Tahni:  anyone not on duty at a crucial task would hunker in a bunker.  The one we'd captured had probably been retrieving food or supplies for the others.  We were looking for the commo room, which would probably be crewed, but hopefully wouldn't be guarded.


  I picked up the pace, balancing the decreased reaction time with the need to get this done and get the hell out, and Yassa didn't object to it.  The hallway turned into a ramp and descended at an even steeper angle, and I scraped my boot soles against the rough concrete to slow myself down enough to maintain control.  When it leveled out again, I was at a Y-junction, with broad and brightly-lit hallways stretching out in either direction and I suddenly felt exposed as all hell.


  This time, Lt. Yassa came up beside me, carefully looking down each direction.  They both looked identically unappealing to me, just randomly spaced doorways and some sort of cleaning sink built into one wall on the right-hand side.


  "Go left," Yassa decided quickly, pointing with her rifle.  "Sinks like that are outside their chow halls, and their living quarters are always around their chow halls.  Technical stuff will be to the left."


  I couldn't argue with her logic, so I just hoped she was right and went left.  Our luck couldn't hold out forever, and it didn't; a door opened up just after Johnny and I had passed, about even with Sgt. Gomez, and a Tahni in what I thought was an officer's uniform stepped out, nearly colliding with my squad leader.  I'd seen it in my peripheral vision and I skidded to a halt, turning on my heel and trying to bring around my weapon, but Gomez was already moving.


  Gomez didn't shoot the guy, he reversed his Gauss rifle and butt-stroked the Tahni across the face, knocking him back into the room.  Gomez followed the falling alien into the room, and Yassa was right on his heels, while Johnny and I backed towards the door, watching the corridor for enemy.  Behind us, I could hear the wet smack of a buttstock on flesh and I knew Gomez was beating the Tahni to death.  I felt my gut clench at each of the rhythmic impacts; I knew they were coming as sure as my next heartbeat, but I still flinched at each sound.  The sounds finally, mercifully stopped and both he and Yassa came out of the room, closing the door behind them.


  I swallowed as I saw the blood-spatter that stained his gloves and the butt of his rifle, trying not to imagine what the Tahni’s head looked like now.


  “That was a sensor monitoring station,” Yassa told us.  “They only had one troop in there because their sensors can’t see shit right now with the shield up and their satellites down.  Commo has to be right around here.  Check every door.”


  Johnny and I went to the next room down the hallway and I waved at him to hit the control to open the door while I stood just to the side and got ready to enter.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yassa and Gomez getting ready to check the one across the hall from ours.  Then the door slid aside and I rushed in, moving to the side of the entrance and crouching low, rifle at my shoulder.  The room was dark and unoccupied, filled with some sort of equipment I couldn’t identify except that it didn’t look like the communications gear we’d been briefed about.


  "Nothing," I reported to the LT, scrambling out of the room with Johnny behind me.  "Moving to the next one."


  "Us too," Gomez said.  I saw flashes of their progression to the next door on their side but didn't let it draw my attention away.


  "You open it," Johnny told me, taking a position to enter.


  I moved out of the way and was about to hit the control when all hell broke loose.


  There was an insistent snap-crack with an undertone of an electric discharge that I immediately recognized as the report of one of their KE guns, followed in succession by shouts over my helmet radio, the hard smack of impacts against concrete and the chest-deep metallic thump of one of our Gauss rifles.  I spun around and saw Sgt. Gomez stumbling backwards, left arm dangling limp and bloody.  Lt. Yassa had stepped in front of him and was in the middle of crouching down as she returned fire into the room he'd been about to enter, her Gauss rifle pushing hard against her shoulder.


  I plucked a grenade off my vest and primed it one-handed before I reached her, then tossed it through the door and ducked away.


  "Grenade!"  I yelled, but she was already throwing herself over Gomez’s prone form.


  The walls shook and a snare drum pounded in my gut, but I forced myself to rush the room before the echoes had died, ready to shoot anything that had survived the blast.


  Nothing had.  There’d been two Tahni soldiers in the room; what was left of them was splashed against the walls or scattered on the floor, burned and bloody and barely recognizable as two separate humanoid forms.  The KE gun one had been firing was on the floor between them; it was smaller and less powerful than the backpack-fed models that the Shock-Troops used, which was probably why Gomez’s arm hadn’t been completely blown off.


  “Clear!”  I called out, then took a second look at the consoles and holographic projectors around me and felt something click in my head.  “This is the commo room, ma’am.”


  “I know,” she grunted, and I saw her and Johnny dragging Gomez through the door.  “Keep a watch on the hallway.”


  Between the adrenaline and my heart pounding and my breath chuffing and the auditory exclusion you get in combat, it took me a second to hear the alarm warbling out in the corridor.


  “Ma’am...” I began.


  “I know,” she ground out and I glanced back to see her pulling a computer penetration module from her belt, kneeling in front of a console and examining the input ports there closely.  “Keep them off of us for a second.  Pacheco, look after Sgt. Gomez.”


  “I’m okay, ma’am,” Gomez said, his voice strained but coherent, as Johnny pulled a smart bandage out of his thigh pocket and began wrapping it around the NCO’s arm.


  I forced myself to look away from what they were doing and watch the hallway.  At first, there was nothing, just the echo of the eerie, inhuman alarm that sounded like nothing else so much as a wolf howling out on the prairie.  Then there was a patter of booted feet on concrete coming from farther up the corridor and I sank to a knee, bracing my Gauss rifle against the door frame.


  “Company,” I announced, surprised at how calm my voice sounded.  I pulled an anti-personnel grenade from my vest and loaded it into my under-barrel launcher.  “Lots of ‘em.”


  “I need a couple minutes,” Lt. Yassa told us.  “The module has broken their security, but to transmit it to the Fleet ships, I have to realign their remote antenna.  If they get in here before that’s finished, they can still stop the data from being sent.”


  “Get over there,” Gomez said, and I saw him getting to his feet, pushing Johnny away.  “I’m okay.”


  "Do we wanna' engage or try to close the door and let 'em pass by, ma'am?"  Johnny asked, sidling up next to me in the door.


  "Engage as far away as possible," Yassa told us, voice tight, still focused on the console.  She was manipulating some instrument I couldn't identify and I wondered if she'd actually learned to read Tahni or just memorized enough for this mission.  "Keep them away from the door."


  I could see them now, the first ones, about thirty meters down the corridor.  The two in the lead were officers, from the way they wore their uniforms; you could tell by the arrangements of the strips of cloth that made up their tunic.  They were unarmored and carrying sidearms, but I didn't want to shoot them first no matter what the LT said; that would give away our position and not do much to stop the rest of them.  I waited, my finger poised over the trigger for the grenade launcher.


  Then they came, like I knew they would, pounding rhythmically behind their officers, Shock-Troops in heavy armor with heavy KE guns.  There were eight of them, a Tahni version of a squad or fire-team.  When the last one came into view, I aimed for the first and fired.  A puff of coldgas took the round clear of the launcher, then the rocket motor ignited and it shot across the distance in a microsecond and burst with a high-pitched crack.  I didn't bother to duck inside; the explosion was directed by internal baffles in the warhead, sending a spray of plasma in a cone away from the point of impact.


  The troop who took the brunt of the blast had a hole the size of my head burned through his chest, while the ones to either side of him took smaller, thinner jets in the neck and shoulder and slammed against the walls, tumbling as their legs tangled.  Johnny fired his grenade just after mine, but I was already targeting the officers, putting a tungsten slug through the chest of each of them even as they tried desperately to halt their headlong run.


  Smoke was already filling the corridor, so I didn't have to see what the slugs did to them; I knew it wouldn't be pretty.  There were shouts and screams and return fire that came nowhere near us, pitting the walls and floor and throwing up a cloud of fragments.


  "Suppressive fire," I said to Johnny and we both aimed through the smoke into the indeterminate figures huddling just past it and cut loose with a barrage that emptied a half a mag each.  Our Gauss rifles were more powerful than their KE guns, but they had a much slower rate of fire; it took nearly a full second for the capacitors to recharge after a shot.  But we practiced suppressive fire a lot.  You timed your shot just after your buddy's shot, which put out a round every half second.


  It worked:  the return fire ceased and the ones still mobile withdrew around the corner, leaving the dead and wounded behind.  I felt like I'd been holding my breath and I sucked in air and let the shudder fighting to get free loose while I had the luxury of time.


  "Almost there," Yassa said, half to herself.


  Take your fuckin' time, I thought but didn't say, my stomach starting to twist at the idea of being trapped down here, unable to get away while the Fleet buried us.


  "How long you think it'll take 'em to regroup and come back?"  Johnny asked, something fatalistic in his tone.


  "Not too long, I imagine," I answered.  Whose voice was that?  It wasn't the part of me that was screaming in fear inside my head.


  "Okay, that's got it!"  Yassa sounded jubilant, and I wondered if it was because she'd accomplished her objective or because we could leave now.  "Pacheco, take point; Munroe, cover our withdrawal."


  She didn’t have to tell us twice.  Johnny trotted off down the hallway and I moved out to the opposite wall and crouched down, waiting until Lt. Yassa got Sgt. Gomez out of the commo room.  I started backing up, keeping my eyes and my gun trained into the smoke that was drifting this way, drawn by the ventilation ducts in the ceiling.  It was giving me what I knew was a false sense of shelter with its concealment.  I should have remembered my instructors in Boot Camp telling me that concealment was not cover.


  The rocket propelled grenade went into the commo room; they probably thought we were still inside and it was the only thing that saved me.  The concussion from the explosion was still enough to knock me off my feet, and I felt a dozen pinpricks of pain on my left side from shrapnel that smacked against my armor at supersonic speed.  The hallway was thick with billowing white smoke and even thermal couldn’t see shit past the blooms of heat from the explosion.  I pointed my rifle in the general direction from which the shot had come and fired off a grenade, then scrambled back to my feet and ran the other way to the echoes of the blast.


  I was dead certain sure I was about to take a round to the back, but I reached the next corner untouched.  Everything after that was a haze of running and climbing and more running, barely realizing where I was until we reached the hatch and climbed up out of it, Moon and Abdi hauling the Tahni captive up between them somehow.  I fidgeted as I waited for them, taking a moment to switch out the magazine of my rifle and loading up another grenade just in case.


  I fully expected a wave of Tahni to come through the door into the chamber and kill us all while we climbed back up to the surface, but even then, part of me knew I was being paranoid.  The base only had so many personnel and most of those were hiding out from the bombardment...and I wished I could too.  Once we reached the surface, we could see the electromagnetic defense shield lighting up the sky above us, flaring like an aurora as it dispersed the proton beams fired at the base from orbit.  Lightning forked across the sky in every direction and the ground shook from the thunder.


  "Get to the LZ," Lt. Yassa told us, her voice tense now, echoing the conviction in my gut that we had to get out of here.


  The Tahni prisoner was awake by now but in a neural restraint web, so he as unable to talk or move.  Moon and Abdi looked pretty winded carrying the big guy so Johnny and I subbed out for them.  I slung my rifle and grabbed the ugly son of a bitch under the arms, walking backwards while Johnny directed me to avoid falling in the many craters.


  We were moving way too slow and I kept flinching at the thunderclaps as the shield shed one proton blast after another.  Sweat was pouring down my back and into my eyes, and I was constantly blinking it away despite the bandana I wore around my head under the helmet.  I wanted to drop the Tahni, rip off my helmet and wipe my face clear and the only thing that kept me from indulging that impulse was how much time it would take.


  "Set him down here," Yassa told me and I nearly threw the prisoner on the ground, grateful she was switching us out with Moon and Abdi again.


  Except she wasn't.  We were here, at the LZ and Gunny Anderson was crouched next to the LT and holy shit, there was the lander!  I could see it coming down on columns of fire from its belly jets, its wings folding up out of the way, ramp descending even before it touched down.


  I stared at it dumbly, gawking like a tourist as dust rose in a billowing cloud around us and debris pelted against my helmet's visor, until Lt. Yassa grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me back a few meters.


  "Get your head in the game, Munroe," she said.  "We're almost home."


  The words were admonishing, but the tone was friendly and good natured.


  "Yes, ma'am," I responded.  "Sorry."


  "Nothing to be sorry about, Private," she said, chuckling as she watched the lander touch down.  "You did very well.  Everyone did."  She turned to face me and I could see the corner of her mouth turned up through her visor.  "I wouldn't be a bit surprised if you're a Lance Corporal by the time we get back to Inferno.  And the best part is, we didn't lose anybody."


  I found a spot in an acceleration couch near the rear of the lander and Johnny strapped into the one next to me, uncharacteristically silent.  I linked my helmet systems with the lander's exterior cameras and watched the ground fall away as the jets pushed us back into our seats.  Near the horizon, the penumbra of shielding over the base was glowing an angry crimson now as one blast of accelerated protons after another pounded into it.  Then there was just one hit too many and it dissipated, the angry glow fading to darkness like a wave crashing.


  As we started to go over the horizon and lose sight of the Tahni base, I saw streaks of fire in the atmosphere from Gauss cannon rounds hurtling downward like the judgment of Heaven.  That could have been us, I thought, still staring as it all turned into a faint glow over the curve of the moon, then disappeared behind the clouds.


  "Jesus," Johnny murmured next to me.  "We did it, dude.  Popped our cherries."


  "Yeah," I said quietly.  I looked around at where Lt. Yassa was huddled with Gunny Anderson, going over a mission report on a tablet she held between them.  "I guess a lot of us did."  I smiled a little, settling back against the seat.  In my helmet's HUD, I could see us clearing atmosphere, could see the massive bulk of the gas giant visible now, hanging in the sky in front of us, godlike.  For just a moment, I saw a face in that swirling mass of helium and hydrogen, and it whispered to me that it wouldn't always be this easy.
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  MY HEAD FELT LIKE IT was ready to split open, the bed seemed to be spinning in an opposite direction from the planet’s rotation and my mouth tasted like something had crawled inside it and died.  I wanted to keep my eyes closed, but the spinning seemed to get worse when I did, so I opened them and saw a tangle of blond hair and an expanse of tanned flesh next to me.  I could tell from the wayward rays of 82 Eridani filtering through the gaps in the window shades that it was light outside, and for a moment I panicked, thinking I’d overslept and missed morning formation.


  Then the thought penetrated my alcohol haze that I was on leave, and on a different planet.  The quality of the hotel room should have told me that.  Hesperides was a real city, built for the civilians on Eden, with none of the pre-fab, quick-spray, buildfoam bullshit they put everywhere back on Tartarus or everywhere else on Inferno.  Eden was one more orbit away from 82 Eridani than Inferno, and a hell of a lot more hospitable.


  The bedside table was high-quality polymer infused with enough cloned pine to make it look like natural wood, and it probably wouldn’t even stain where I’d spilled my drink on it.  The sheets weren’t the vat-grown silk that I’d been used to back in Trans-Angeles, but they were a damn sight more comfortable than military issue.


  And the girl...  I propped myself up on an elbow and took a better look.  She was very nice to look at and I grinned despite the headache.  I hadn’t been so drunk, and wasn’t so hung over, that I’d forgotten the club last night.  We’d started out at Eden’s official military R&R center outside the city, but Hesperides had beckoned to us like a siren from only a few kilometers away, and I believe I’d blown about a month’s pay last night, counting my half of this hotel suite.


  “Morning,” the girl next to me mumbled, pushing the hair out of her eyes, which were blinking open.  She looked young; about as old as me, I guessed, maybe a year older if I was any judge.


  “Good morning,” I said back, searching desperately in my memory and coming up with, “Judy.”  I reached over to the nightstand and picked a breath-freshener out of a pack I had there and chewed it quickly, feeling a chill as it killed the excess bacteria in my mouth and on my teeth.


  Once it had done its work, I leaned over and kissed her and her arms slipped around my neck, pulling me down to her with a sound like a purr.  She was the first girl I’d been with since Anna, and I was afraid it was going to be awkward, but we’d both been just the right combination of buzzed, bored and horny to make it work just fine.  I hoped Johnny had been as lucky, but didn’t know for sure; the rooms in the suite were soundproofed.


  Things were getting intense and I had totally forgotten about my hangover when my datalink started beeping insistently and I broke off what I was doing and glanced at it in annoyance.


  “Why don’t you turn that thing off, Munroe?”  Judy asked plaintively, grabbing at my head to pull it back to where it had been.


  “I did turn it off,” I insisted, frowning.  “There’s only one thing that could make it turn on by itself...”


  I pulled away from her and grabbed it, checking the screen.


  LEAVE CANCELLED, it read, in the font that told me it was coming from Recon Command.  RETURN TRIP BOOKED ON INTERPLANETARY FLIGHT.  ORBITAL SHUTTLE LEAVES FROM MILITARY PORT IN ONE HOUR.  BE ON IT.


  “Shit,” I muttered.  I looked back at Judy.  “I’m being recalled to base.  I gotta’ go.”


  She squawked a protest as I jumped out of bed and grabbed my clothes, but I was too focused on the deadline to hear it.


  One fucking hour?  I thought.  Are they serious?


  I nearly banged my head on the door as I tried to open it and pull my pants on at the same time, cursing under my breath.  I wasn’t in the mood to appreciate the well-appointed living room or the bar and entertainment center as I passed through it, hopping on one leg then another as I slipped into my shoes.  I was pulling my shirt over my head by the time I got to the door for the other bedroom and had barely raised a fist to knock when Johnny burst out of it, clothes on, if askew, and bag in one hand.


  “This is fuckin’ bullshit, Munroe!”  He exclaimed.  “We just got back from a fuckin’ mission!  We’ve only been here two fuckin’ days!  We were supposed to have a fuckin’ week!”


  “Yeah,” I agreed readily, but then shrugged.  “But that means it’s probably something big, Johnny.”


  He considered that for a moment, and a grin slowly appeared on his face.  “Yeah,” he said.  “And it’s something they want us for...First Force Recon.”


  I nodded, grabbing my ditty bag off the couch where I’d thrown it when we’d checked in.


  “Ladies!”  I said loud enough to carry into both bedrooms.  “Check-out’s tomorrow morning at oh-eleven-hundred!  Drinks are on us till then!”


  I heard a “Bye, Munroe!” from the bedroom as I closed the door behind us.


  #
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  “WHERE THE HELL HAVE you guys been?”  Muhammar Abdi asked as we stepped into the Ready Room in our platoon area, dragging our load-out bags behind us.


  The bare, cavernous hall was packed with the whole Platoon except for Gunny Anderson and Lt. Yassa, and everyone was armored up, except for their helmets, and stuffing gear into their bags from a pallet that had been dropped in the middle of the floor.  And the climate control was shit here, which meant it was hot and humid with that many people in the same room.


  “Our shuttle landed like a half an hour ago,” Johnny snapped, dropping his bag next to the pallet, then squatting down beside it.  “We were on fucking Eden, man.  You know, like the next planet over?”


  I chuckled at Johnny’s acerbic temperament, letting him do the talking while I started grabbing loaded and charged Gauss rifle magazines for my ammo load.


  “Rookie move,” Sgt. Gomez commented, not looking up from the magazines he was stuffing into his tactical vest.  He looked like his arm had completely recovered from the wound.  “Every time you take leave off-world, some shit’s going to go down.”


  “We both got laid by real, live females,” Johnny countered, grinning broadly now, “in a first-class hotel suite in Hesperides, while you losers were stuck here jacking off to Virtual Reality.”


  “What’s the op, Sergeant?”  I asked Gomez, interrupting the banter and bullshit with a question no one else had been willing to answer yet.


  “No word yet,” Gomez told me, shaking his head.  “It’s just our platoon, too, from what I can tell.  The LT sent us all here to gear up and she and the Gunny have been gone ever since.”


  “Well, ain’t that shit all mysterious?”  Johnny mused, checking the feed ramps on a Gauss rifle mag clinically.  “I guess word got around of how tacti-cool this platoon was on our last op.”


  “I didn’t get to fire a fucking shot,” Abdi complained sourly.  “Me n’ Moon got stuck hauling that big, dumb-ass Tahni around while you guys had all the fun.”


  “If either you or Moon want to get your asses shot next time,” Gomez looked at Abdi like he was being a complete moron, “then I’ll be happy to haul around an EPW for you and let you take my spot.”


  “And blown up,” I added, shrugging.  “Don’t forget being blown up.”


  Gomez offered me a forearm and I bumped it with mine.  I’d wound up with a slight concussion and a few minor puncture wounds from shrapnel, which made us the two WIA for the op; which, absurdly I thought, gave us both immense street cred with the rest of the platoon.  And I’d been bumped up to Lance Corporal, just like Lt. Yassa had said, and also been put up for a Bronze Star.  That had blown my mind, but the LT had insisted, because I’d been the one to capture the Tahni.


  “Officer on deck!”  Gomez shouted abruptly, jumping to his feet and snapping to attention.


  I followed suit automatically, which left me facing away from the door when whoever it was came through.  I expected the LT, and also expected her quick “at ease,” but I didn’t get either.  Instead, Captain Kapoor stepped into the center of the room, trailed by Gunny Anderson.  Both men were armored and armed, their helmets tucked against their sides as Kapoor looked us over carefully.


  They were a study in contrasts, I thought.  Kapoor was sharp and precise, like a sword, while Anderson was a blunt instrument from the flattened, crooked nose to the square jaw.


  “At ease,” Kapoor said finally.


  I shifted to the more relaxed position and turned my head slightly to look at him directly.  He was looking at me, as well, which made me very, very uncomfortable.


  “I won’t keep you for long,” the Captain said.  “We need to be wheels-up in two hours.”  He looked around and nodded.  “Two no-shit hours, not ‘get on the tarmac and wait three hours to load then wait two hours.’  This is time-sensitive.  I came here to let you know that I will personally be leading your platoon for this operation.  This is not because I lack confidence in Lt. Yassa, but because I was personally requested by higher.”


  Shit, I thought.  They were leaving the LT behind?  That didn’t feel right.


  “Sir,” Sgt. Gomez asked, carefully and respectfully because you didn’t fuck with Captain Kapoor, “can you tell us what the op is?”


  “I can’t tell you,” Kapoor answered, “because they haven’t told me.”  My eyebrows rose at that.  That really didn’t sound right.  “We’re going to be briefed at the rendezvous point.  This is need-to-know shit, ladies and gentlemen.”  He looked around once more.  “All right, get back to work.  Squad leaders, you’re out of here and on the trucks to the spaceport in an hour.  Everyone got that?”


  “Aye-aye sir!” came the antiphonal chorus of responses.


  “As you were,” he threw over his shoulder on the way out the door, not waiting for the formalities.  The hall erupted in voices behind him as everyone in the platoon started expressing disbelief about Lt. Yassa.


  “You heard the man!”  Gomez belted, his voice blending with the other squad leaders.  “Cut the chatter and wrap this shit up!  I want your load-outs ready for inspection in ten minutes!”


  I started yanking my gear out of its bag, checking it one last time before Gomez did.  We were all pretty much squared away at this point, but if anyone forgot anything he’d embarrass the shit out of them.


  “Captain Kapoor leading us, man,” Johnny was muttering, not looking up from his gear as he patted down each pocket of his tactical vest to check the load.  “And someone up high asked for him.  This is some serious shit.”


  I didn’t respond, not wanting to invite a dirty look from Gomez, but I nodded.


  Where the hell were they sending us?
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  “WHERE THE HELL are we?”


  I wasn’t sure who’d muttered the question; it had come over the general platoon band.  But I agreed with the sentiment.  I stared around at the airless, lifeless rock of a moon where the shuttles had dropped us off, stared at the black, star-filled sky and wondered why we’d been brought out here.


  We were gathered on a flat, featureless plain that served as a landing field, far enough away that we couldn’t feel the heat from the shuttle’s landing jets as it returned to the troop transport in orbit, leaving us holding our weapons, our loadout bags and our proverbial dicks.  The only other ships on that barren tabletop of packed silicate were three...well, I didn’t honestly know what the hell to call them.  They were about the size of the new missile cutters the Fleet had shifted to recently, after we’d lost a good chunk of our cruisers at the Battle for Mars.  They were about as small of a ship as you could cram a Transition drive into, maybe a hundred meters long and half that wide.


  But the missile cutters were very utilitarian deltas, not much to look at.  These boats...they looked like someone had modeled them on a bat, after taking hallucinogenic drugs.  They were dead black, and their curves were almost artistic, but I had a sense they were design to shed radar and lidar.  I didn’t see any visible weapons mounts or ports, but those were probably internal to avoid sensor reads as well.  They had to be experimental and probably Top Secret, Need-to-Know.  Maybe that was why we were meeting whoever we were meeting all the way out here, wherever the hell here was.


  They hadn’t told us a damn thing on the ship, and they’d locked us out of the systems so we wouldn’t find out that way, either.  We’d been in Transition Space for three days, which was long enough to have gone several light years in any direction from 82 Eridani.  Maybe if I had a star-field recognition app in my helmet, I could have figured it out; but I didn’t, and it wasn’t as important as where we were going.


  “Shut up and move out,” Gunny Anderson snapped.  He sounded about as nervous and uncomfortable as the rest of the platoon, but at least he could take it out on us.


  We were going off our internal air supply and we were all painfully conscious of how limited that was as we paced across the landing field behind Kapoor and Anderson, heading for a bunker mostly buried under a mound of the same white sand that covered everything else.


  Why the hell would anyone put an outpost on this piece of shit rock?  I wondered.


  We had to cycle through an airlock a squad at a time, and I tried hard not to grit my teeth waiting for the troops in front of us.  I hissed out a sigh when we filed out of the airlock into a chamber full of suit storage lockers and spacesuit maintenance equipment, dropped our gear in piles by squad and began to pull off our helmets.  The air inside was stale and recycled but at least it didn’t smell like my armpits.


  A nondescript looking little guy in black Fleet Intelligence utility fatigues was waiting for us, talking quietly with Captain Kapoor near the door to a narrow hallway.  That answered the question of why this base was here:  it was an Intelligence listening post, probably keeping an eye on Tahni movements through a Transition Line hub system.


  Once the Intell officer saw all of us were inside, he waved at us to follow him and we filed through and crammed into a small conference room that was barely able to hold all of us around the table in the middle that we all knew was for officers.  I fought back claustrophobia as I got shoved farther and farther into the corner by Johnny’s shoulder as he got shoved by Abdi who got shoved by the rest of the squad and the rest of the platoon.


  I was so busy trying not to get crushed that I almost didn’t notice when the other guys came into the room.  There were six of them, four men and two women, and they all looked way too young for the ranks on the sleeves of their black Intelligence utilities.  The biggest one, towering over the others by a head, had skin the color of antique mahogany and a serious, thoughtful demeanor that suited his rank of Major and reminded me of some of the Corporate Council executives and Commonwealth politicians that Mom used to have over for meetings and coffee.  The others were only remarkable for their youth and their Captain’s ranks—-Captain like a Marine Captain, not a Fleet Captain; Intelligence had the same rank structure we did, not like the Fleet’s for some reason I’d never bothered to look up.


  Well, that and all of them seemed a bit...outsized, maybe was the word.  Muscular beyond what our guys were, and we were infamous for spending our off time lifting weights.  These fuckers were jacked, like professional athletes with cloned muscle implants.


  “What the hell are these guys?”  Johnny muttered, eyeing them suspiciously.


  “At ease!”  Anderson barked and the murmuring and chatter ceased abruptly.


  All the officers took a seat except the Major, who regarded us coolly, hands clasped behind his back.


  “We’re with a special field unit from Fleet Intelligence,” he said, his voice deep and sonorous, again reminding me of a politician.  I noted he didn’t volunteer his name.  “Your platoon will be split up by squads and ride with us in our ships, which are specially designed to avoid sensor detection.”


  A squad of us crammed into one of those ships?  Shit, that was going to be tight.  I hoped it wasn’t too long a trip.


  “Our target,” he went on, his face carefully neutral the way Mom’s was when she was about to deliver bad news, “is Demeter.”


  “Holy fuck,” Johnny blurted, much louder than I’m sure he intended, but he wasn’t the only one to curse in disbelief.


  “Stow the chatter, damn it!”  Anderson told us, and now I thought I knew why he was short-tempered.


  “There are already DSI agents in place near Amity,” the big guy told us.  “They’re going to organize an assault by the civilian resistance on the Tahni garrison there as a distraction, while all of us here launch an attack on the fusion reactor complex outside the city.  Once we have the reactor, we can cut power to the defense lasers and allow Attack Command missile cutters to take out their pickets and open the way for conventional Fleet Marines to land and break the occupation.”


  “No air support?”  Sgt. Gomez asked, ignoring a dirty look from Gunny Anderson.  But he was giving voice to the doubts I was feeling.  “No heavy weapons?”


  “Other members of our team will be disabling the security systems.”  The Major was trying to sound confident and optimistic, but not quite pulling it off.  I had a sense that he didn’t like this plan any more than we did.  “That should give us the element of surprise and allow us to gain entrance to the fusion reactor complex before the Tahni garrison can call their troops back from the garrison attack to reinforce it.”


  “Enough questions,” Captain Kapoor declared, setting his helmet down on the table with a solid thump that silenced the muttering.  His face was grim, but businesslike.  “The plan is what it is, and it’s not going to change because you don’t like it. The operations order and mission brief are being sent to your ‘links, and you can rehearse in ViR en route.  Grab your gear and get it loaded on the ships.”


  I felt a fluttering in my guts as I followed the mass of people out of the room.  We were going to Demeter, trying to re-take a world the Tahni had held onto for over a year.


  “You know this is what happens when you get good at doing the hard shit,” Johnny commented to me, his tone almost cheerful, like this was just the sort of thing he’d joined the Corps to do.  “They give you harder shit to do.”


  I looked back at him and laughed, I couldn’t help it.


  “What are they gonna’ have for us if we pull this off?”  I wondered, trying to imitate his light-hearted attitude, even if I didn’t share it.  “Maybe they’ll drop us on Tahn-Skyyiah and have us go kill the Emperor.”


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Seven


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  WHEN I OPENED MY EYES again, there was light—-dim light, like it was switched on in another room, but still light.  I was inside somewhere, warm and dry, staring up at a bland, white ceiling arched upwards into a dome like a prefab building poured from buildfoam as quickly as possible.  I was out of my armor, I realized after a moment, and lying on a cot, covered by a thin blanket.


  And I didn’t hurt.  I should have been hurting.  Without the helmet to medicate me, my head should have been splitting and my broken ribs should have been slicing into my chest like daggers...


  I sat up abruptly, tossing the blanket aside.  I wasn’t wearing my skinsuit, the tight, flexible undergarment Recon Marines wore under our armor for the possibility of vacuum operations.  Someone had taken it off me and I was dressed in generic workman’s clothing:  a grey, long-sleeved shirt of some sturdy material and blue denim pants.  I looked around the room and saw my armor and skinsuit sprawled over a reclining chair stuck in a corner between two sets of shelves.  My helmet and rifle were on the floor next to it.


  I swung my feet around and stood, slowly and carefully, keeping one hand over the bed in case dizziness or nausea hit without warning.  But there was nothing.  I shook my head, stepping over to the chair and retrieving the Gauss rifle from the floor beside it.  It was still loaded, and I slung it over my shoulder, not because I thought I would need it but more because I wasn’t comfortable leaving it behind when I didn’t know where I was or who else was here.


  The door to the room with the cot was ajar, and swung open to my touch with a faint squeak of old hinges.  On the other side was what looked like some kind of storeroom, packed from floor to ceiling with plastic crates, some of them stacked empty to the side.  Chemical ghostlights glowed sullenly along the wall, always on for however many decades they’d been built to last.  Through the open door to the storeroom was a narrow hallway, and there was a bright light at the end of it.


  I walked through it, pushing down a feeling of trepidation I knew was silly.  Whoever had brought me here was a friend, or at least an ally.  At the end of the hallway was some sort of control room, and an old one at that:  fixed flat screens lined the walls, each with a view of a different part of the forest, while the central one showed an array of slowly moving red icons on a field of green.


  “I was wondering when you’d wake up.”  She didn’t get up from the swiveling chair pulled up to the center control console, just turned it to face me.


  She was young.  It was hard to tell sometimes, with the medical treatments available to the people with the money to pay for them, but I’d hung around those people on a daily basis for most of my life.  She was in her early twenties, I judged.  Her dark hair was cut short and there was a subtle weathering at the corners of her eyes and mouth that spoke of a lot of time spent outdoors, which matched her utilitarian clothing and the relaxed strength I could see in her shoulders.


  “Did you bring me here?”  I asked her.


  “Lucky for you I had a survival blanket in my backpack,” she said, the corner of her mouth turning up slightly, “or I’d have never been able to drag your heavy ass through the woods.”


  “Thank you,” I said, and extended a hand.  “I’m Randall Munroe.”


  “Sophia Rocca,” she replied, standing and taking my hand.  Her grip was strong, the grip of someone who worked with their hands a lot.  “I assume you’re part of whatever happened in Amity a few days ago.”


  “Days ago?”  I repeated, letting her hand slip out of mine as I felt a chill going down my back.  “How long was I out?”


  “Oh right, sorry,” she said, putting a hand on my shoulder in a strange, comforting gesture.  “You...”  She winced.  “You were in pretty bad shape when I found you.  Besides some broken ribs and a punctured lung, you had a cerebral hemorrhage that was about a couple hours from being fatal.”


  “What?”  I blurted, realizing abruptly that I had shouted the word.  “How do you know?  Are you a doctor?”


  She chuckled at that, shaking her head.  “I’m a student volunteer for the Commonwealth Ecological Survey,” she told me.  “But lucky for you, this research station is remote enough that they sprang for an auto-doc.”


  She waved for me to follow her and I did, heading into a side door off the control room.  Through it was a small, cluttered clinic, most of the little chamber taken up by the cylindrical tank of an auto-doc.  It was open and empty, but I’d seen them in use before; I shuddered as I imagined what I’d looked like floating in biotic fluid, nanites rebuilding me from the inside out.  The things were really damned expensive, something I hadn’t appreciated until after I left the strata of society where every apartment block had one.


  “Damn,” I muttered, staggering a step as I realized just how close I’d come to dying.  I looked back to...what was her name?  Sophia?  I looked back to Sophia in new appreciation.  “Thanks a lot,” I said, a bit more heartfelt than before.  “You saved my life.”


  She seemed to blush a little at that, though it was hard to tell given the dark tan shade of her skin.  Then it seemed as if she remembered something and a frown passed over her face.


  “Well, at least I managed to save somebody,” she said, brushing past me as if she didn’t want anyone to see her expression.


  “What do you mean?”  I asked, following her back to the control room.  She was facing the wall, hands shoved into the pockets of her work pants.  “Look,” I tried another tack, “I’m a Recon Marine—-we’re like scouts.  We were here with some Fleet Intelligence spooks trying to take out the defense lasers to pave the way for the regular Marines to land and take this place back from the Tahni.”  I shook my head, still unable to remember exactly what had happened, only recalling flashes and explosions and pain.  “We ran into some sort of ambush and I don’t know anything else after that.  Do you know what happened?”


  “I was out at one of the little observation posts the survey has all around the forest,” she told me, still facing away.  “I’ve been popping from one to another ever since the Tahni came.  Then one day, there were a couple strangers here, at the central research station.”  She turned back towards me, and her eyes were slightly red.  “There shouldn’t have been anyone else out here.  The research team was in Amity when the Tahni landed...we all were.”  She paused, swallowed a lump in her throat before she went on.  “It was my birthday.  We were celebrating, a break from the routine.  They all died, and I got away.”


  She shook off the memory and went on.  “Anyway, the strangers were DSI.  They’d been dropped here to organize a resistance.”


  I nodded.  That fit with our pre-mission briefing.  The Department of Security and Intelligence had tried to get infiltrators onto every Tahni occupied colony to gum up the works for them.


  “They had me run some errands for them, contact some people,” she said.  “They didn’t really tell me much, except that there was something that was going to happen in town and I should stay out here.”  She laughed humorlessly.  “Of course, I didn’t do that.  I snuck as close to Amity as I could without getting spotted.  I couldn’t see much, just a bunch of smoke and light, but I heard explosions.”  She let out a breath.  “Whatever was supposed to happen didn’t.  The DSI agents never came back.  There weren’t any landers, there weren’t any Marines.”


  I felt myself sag, letting go of what I’d known was a forlorn hope.  The operation had failed.  I was alone.


  #
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  THE SCRATCH OF THE tires on the rough pavement and the hum of the cart’s electric motor were all the sounds I could hear in the recesses of the narrow, dark tunnel, and they weren’t enough to fill it.  It seemed too empty, too absent and yet still too small and confining and I didn’t like it.  I stared at the cone of light from the cart’s headlamps that was all I could see.


  “How long have these been down here?”  I asked Sophia, taking the chance of distracting her from driving to distract myself from nascent claustrophobia.


  “Since the beginning,” she told me, seemingly unaffected by the conversation or the close confines.  “The researchers had the tunnels dug so they could check on the re-introduced fauna without disturbing them.  They lead to a bunch of smaller outposts that pop up in different sections of the forest.”


  “It must have been cool, working with animals that used to be extinct,” I said.


  “The megatherium is my favorite,” she said, and I saw a slight, sad smile pass across her face.  “Such a big, slow clown, fearless because nothing else can touch them.  Dr. Chandra loved them.”


  “Dr. Chandra?”


  “Lead researcher.”  The smile disappeared.  “She was a good friend.”


  I nodded, not wanting to take her down that road any farther.  She had other ideas.


  “The Marines who died,” she said, glancing over at me.  “Were any of them your friends?”


  “They all were,” I answered honestly, and I felt a tightness in my chest that I hadn’t let myself experience before as I thought about Johnny.  “They were my only friends, I guess.”


  “I’m sorry.”  I felt Sophia’s hand on my arm, firm and comforting.  “You don’t have any friends back home?”


  “Most Marines,” I replied, repeating something Johnny had said to me when we first met, “if they had a home worth going back to, wouldn’t be Marines.”


  “Where’s the home that’s not worth you going back to?”  The question wasn’t flippant, like I half expected it to be from the wording.  I looked at her for a moment, searching her intentions, before I answered.


  “Earth.  Trans-Angeles.”


  “Wow.”  She whistled softly.  “That’s the big town, isn’t it?  I read there are more people in that city than on all the colonies combined.”  Not quite, but I didn’t bother to correct her.


  “You’ve never been there, then?”  I presumed.


  She laughed.  “No, I’ve never been to Earth at all.  I’ve been taking virtual courses towards my Biological Engineering degree through Berlin University, but I was born on Hermes.  I came here because of the unique opportunity for studying the re-introduced species.”


  “That must have been expensive,” I said.  “Does your family have the money to send you off-planet for graduate study?”


  “No,” she snorted at the thought.  “I’m on scholarship.  My parents are xenobiologists studying the evolution of life on the habitable extra-solar worlds.”


  “So, what do they think, did the Predecessors do it?”  I was joking; it was a standard trope in movies and ViR-dramas, not to mention conspiracy theorists and Predecessor Cultists.


  “Probably,” she answered, shrugging.  I blinked at her, wondering if she was joking as well.  “There’s no proof, but Mom and Dad don’t believe life on all the colonies could be so similar genetically unless it was introduced from the same source.”


  “Wow,” I muttered, sitting back in the cart’s seat and propping a foot on the edge of the open side.  “That’ll teach me to make fun of conspiracy theorists.”


  “Whatever else the Predecessors might have done,” Sophia said, sniffing, “I hope they didn’t have anything to do with the evolution of the Tahni, ‘cause I’d be awfully pissed at them.”


  I grunted, fell silent for a moment.


  “How do you know this guy will be there?”  I asked her after another minute of driving through the Stygian sameness of the tunnel.


  “There are fiber optic connections between the outposts,” she told me, “to link together the sensor monitoring equipment.  He sent a signal using the console at the next outpost down the line, trying to get ahold of the DSI agents.”


  “And he’s in charge of the militia?”


  “He wasn’t before,” she said with a hiss of breath, “but I guess he’s what’s left.”


  There was nothing to say to that.  It was only a couple minutes longer before we came around a curve in the tunnel and saw a green light flashing ahead, near the ceiling.  Sophia let off the accelerator and the cart slowed down, coming to a stop next to a ladder set in the wall, leading up to a small hatch.  I clambered out of the cart and pulled my rifle out of the back, slinging it over my shoulder.  I had my handgun stuck into my belt, and it felt extremely odd to be carrying them both around in civilian clothes.


  “Let me go first,” she said, holding up a hand as I started to move to the ladder.  “They’re going to be nervous.”


  “Yeah, I guess they might, at that,” I allowed, giving her some space.


  The whole business was decidedly low-tech:  she climbed up and rapped on the metal hatch with her knuckles.  A few seconds later, it opened, flooding the tunnel with harsh, white light and sending insects and at least one rat scurrying away back into the darkness beyond.


  Why’d they bring rats here?  I wondered idly as I watched her disappear through the opening.


  There was muffled conversation somewhere above me, a couple of sharp words in tones filled with stress, then uncomfortable silence.  Sophia’s head and right shoulder stuck back through into the tunnel and she waved me up, the deep frown on her face a relic of whatever had been said.


  I followed her up and emerged into a room of bare, grey concrete, covered by obsolete but sturdy-looking 2-D monitor screens and a single control console, all of them currently dark and deactivated.  There were three worn and ratty-looking office chairs around the large console and a flimsy folding cot in a corner.  The only doors other than the hatch were the thick, battered metal portal to the outside and a light, plastic folding partition to what I guessed was a bathroom.


  Besides Sophia, there were three other people in the blockhouse and none of them looked particularly happy to be there.  One was younger than me, still a teenager, and might not make it to my age by the look of the bloody bandages wrapped around his chest.  He was lying on the cot, moaning softly, a makeshift IV drip hanging off a hook set in the wall feeding him something, maybe painkillers.  He was pale-skinned at the best of times, I could tell, but looked like a ghost right now from the blood loss.


  Kneeling over him, adjusting the IV drip, was a woman who looked similar enough to be his mother or older sister.  The weathering on her face and the pinched agony around her eyes told me she was probably his mother.  Blood stained her hands and arms and her long-sleeved blue shirt and I was sure it was the boy’s.  She’d carried him here.


  The other guy, I knew immediately, was the one I was here to see.  He had the harassed, overwhelmed look of someone thrust into a leadership position for which they weren’t even remotely prepared.  It had turned what looked like a face that normally was cheerful and rounded into a drawn and haggard oval, the flesh dragged downward by the grimace he’d worn for a while now.  His hair was shaggy and brown and not recently tended, and his clothes were the typical rough, outdoorsy stuff you found on colonies like this.  He had a pistol holstered at his hip and a Tahni laser carbine slung across his back and I wondered if they were badges of his rank or if he knew how to use them.


  “This is Carl Braun,” Sophia told me, gesturing at the man, mouth still tugged down into a frown.  “He’s...he was lead technician for the fusion plant, before.”


  “I’m Lance Corporal Randall Munroe.”  I stuck out a hand and he shook it with a little reluctance, his grip wet with sweat but strong.  “First Force Recon Marines.”


  “You’re all that’s left of all those fucking DSI and Intelligence and military types who were all over the place just a few days ago?”  His question was somewhere between a rant, a demand and a lamentation.  I didn’t know if he wanted an answer, but I gave one anyway.


  “As far as I know,” I said, feeling that clenching in my stomach again at the thought.  “My platoon was ambushed by Tahni High Guard battlesuits en route to our objective.  I don’t know what happened to the Intelligence operatives who were leading us, but if they’re alive, they bugged out.”


  “You motherfuckers got us all killed,” he snapped, fury and despair and desperation twisting his face into something grotesque as he took a half-step towards me.  “All my friends, Janie...”


  “Carl!”  Sophia said, stepping half in front of me as if she’d have to defend me from him.


  “Shut up, Carl,” the woman tending to the boy said firmly, looking over at us with irritation in her eyes.  “You know it’s not this young man’s fault.  He’s a Corporal, for Christ’s sake.”


  That seemed to deflate the man, and he stepped back, nearly stumbling with exhaustion.


  “Yeah, I know,” he admitted, slumping into one of the worn office chairs.  He looked up at me, pain in his expression.  “The Tahni, they’ve started arresting everyone they think might have cooperated with the attack.  All the family and friends of anyone they know or even suspect was in the militia or working with the DSI.  They’re keeping them in an office building in downtown Amity that they’ve turned into a prison, under guard.  I think they’re going to interrogate them all, try to smoke us all out, but I guess they have to wait for reinforcements first.”


  “Why?”  I asked, confused.  “Why do they need reinforcements?”


  “Because we kicked the shit out of them,” the woman put in, pride in her tone despite everything.  “Between us and those Intelligence commandos that went in ahead of us, we killed at least a hundred of them.  It wasn’t until those damned High Guard battlesuits attacked us that we had to withdraw...”


  She fell silent, wiping sweat from the forehead of her semi-conscious son.  Sophia put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing softly.


  “Wait a minute,” I said, stepping forward, closer to her.  “If they’re thin on the ground right now, this might be the perfect time to bust those people out.  If we can get to them before they bring in reinforcements...”


  “Are you fucking nuts?”  Braun demanded, eyes going wide.  “We just lost about half our people; do you think the rest are going to want to try another attack?”


  Sophia was staring at me like I’d gone crazy, but she didn’t say anything.


  “We wouldn’t need many,” I insisted, my mind working furiously.  I didn’t know why this was so important to me, but I just had a sudden urgent need to be doing something, and this was something I knew had to be done.  “But listen, Mr. Braun, this is time-sensitive.  We can break them out now, if we hurry.  If we wait and lick our wounds...”  I shrugged.  “They’re probably dead.”


  “Jesus,” Braun muttered, eyes glazing over as he thought about it.  “I don’t know...I don’t know if I can get them to do this.”


  “Carl.”  The woman’s voice was sharp and he looked up at her automatically, like she was his mother.  “Justin is there, in that prison.  And besides being my husband, he knows about these tunnels, about the other hideouts.  If we have a chance to get him out, I’ll go with just me and this boy if I have to.”


  Braun shook his head hopelessly, then looked me in the eye.


  “What do you want us to do?”  He asked me.


  “First,” I said, “we need to get that kid on the cart and back to the auto-doc at the research center.  Then...”  I shrugged, looking between Braun and Sophia.  “I’m going to need someone to show me this prison.  I have to go into Amity.”


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Eight


    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

  


  MOM HAD VISITED DEMETER once with Dad, before I was born, back when they were together.  She’d shown me the videos of their safari through the section of the Megafauna Reclamation Project that was open to public tours, and she’d also shown me stills and videos she and Dad had taken in Amity.  It had been a quaint, cozy place that called to mind pictures I’d seen of two or three hundred years ago, with small, individual buildings made from local material connected only by surface streets.  People still used manually driven cars or four-wheel motorbikes to get around, or just walked in the streets.  Wild animals could be seen in the fields just outside the town, kept out of its borders only by sonic barriers.  The people looked happy.


  Pushing the plastic food cart through those streets now, I couldn’t even recognize it as the same place from those pictures.  The primary star was behind a sheath of grey clouds, but the grim pallor that covered the little colony city had nothing to do with the weather.  There were security cameras at every corner, and surveillance drones hovering overhead with a constant, irritating background buzz like a swarm of mosquitos.  Tahni patrols scuffed by in their Shock-Troop exoskeletons, kicking up dirt and dust with each clomping step, faceless behind darkened visors.  Every once in a while, we’d see a Tahni officer pass by with their long, loping stride, their sheltered eyes dark with suspicion of every human they encountered.


  There weren’t many people out, and those that were moved hurriedly from one assigned task to another, ferrying food, spare parts and supplies from place to place as they were ordered by the Tahni.  Most of the civilian population was confined to the row housing and hotels on the edge of town, forbidden from leaving without a ration voucher or a work pass.  I wondered why they bothered to keep the human colonists around at all; it would have been easier for them to just execute them all and not worry about possible saboteurs or rebels.


  Then I kicked myself mentally.  It was obvious why they kept them around:  they were shields.  With the colonists still there and still living in the midst of them, the Commonwealth Space Fleet couldn’t just sit back and fire kinetic energy weapons at the planet willy-nilly until the Tahni abandoned it.  It was the same reason they didn’t just stick everyone in a prison camp:  if the humans and Tahni were mixed together, you couldn’t launch surgical strikes to take out just the enemy and leave the human prisoners unharmed.


  Which gave us a plausible reason to be pushing a wheeled cart down Connaver Street just before dusk, toward the Commonwealth Government Office Building.  Beside me, Sophia glanced around furtively, fear still evident in her face despite her best efforts to hide it.  The last time she’d been in Amity, she’d seen all her friends die in front of her and she’d nearly been killed herself.  She’d insisted on being part of this mission, though, which I respected.  I decided it would be safest to pair her with me, where I could keep an eye on her.


  Sure, she didn’t have any combat experience, but neither did any of the rest of them.  We’d just have to count on the fact that the Tahni would still be reeling from the attack and missing the soldiers they’d lost.  That’s how it had looked to me when Carl Braun had snuck me in a couple days before; and I was a storied combat vet with all of one mission, so obviously, I knew what I was talking about.


  I would like to have pulled the operation off sooner, but it had taken Braun a couple days to contact the militia members who’d been hiding out in the forest; and even then, he’d only been able to bring in about thirty. Most of them would be part of the diversionary attack, which left me ten people to pull this shit off, including myself, and I’d known most of them for under 24 hours.


  I tugged nervously at the loose, hooded tunic I’d borrowed, trying to make sure my armor and tactical vest didn’t show through it.  It was humid as hell that evening, felt like a summer thunderstorm coming on, and I was sweating my ass off.  That also could have been because I was scared out of my mind.  I’d never led anything bigger than a squad even in ViR training, and only written an operations order in class.  Once.


  What the hell was I doing?  I was going to get these people killed!


  Then we reached the service entrance around the side of the Government Office Building and I had to stop thinking and just do the job.


  The building was only four stories tall, but that made it big by local standards.  It was built from red brick, fired from real clay out of the hills to the north, and had apparently been something of a tourist attraction in and of itself before the war.  Now it attracted humans because a Tahni Shock-Trooper forced them inside at gunpoint.  The Tahni guards on the main walk had waved us to the side of the building where an aluminum overhang shielded the service entrance and loading dock; three more pushcarts were already lined up there, along with the gaggle of people who'd brought them.


  The people looked rough, their clothes ragged and hand-patched, their faces either gone blank from months of numb shock or hardened to a bitter, jaded cynicism.  Young and old, male and female, they all shared a look of fear and privation that I had never seen before outside history class and never thought I would.  They reminded me of refugees from old 2-D footage of the 20th and 21st Centuries, lined up at camps trying to find food, and for just a moment I nearly forgot why I was there.


  Then the loud argument between the unarmored Tahni stationed at the entrance and the human trying to get the first food cart inside cut through the haze of unreality and brought me back to the present.


  "I was ordered to bring this here!"  The woman was practically wailing, tears beginning to streak the dirt on her face.  "I swear, sir, they told me I had to get this food here on time or I wouldn't get my daily rations!"


  I had no clue how to read Tahni facial expressions, so I couldn't have told you if this particular soldier was pissed, bored, annoyed or happy, but I did know he didn't speak much English, because he kept repeating the same sentence in an absurd accent that butchered almost every word.


  "Three carts today, no four."


  He made a hand motion at all of us and repeated it again.  "Three carts today, no four."


  He had what passed for a handgun among the Tahni, something weird looking with a magazine behind the grip, holstered across his chest, but he hadn't made any move for it.  I guess he wasn't pissed or annoyed enough, yet.


  I checked the time on my 'link, then nudged Sophia.  She looked at me with eyes too wide and I nodded, holding up one finger.  One minute.


  "Do you have anyone who speaks our language?"  The woman implored.


  "Come on, lady," the older man with the cart behind her grumbled.  "Just give it up and let the rest of us get on with it."


  "I can't lose my rations!"  The woman shrieked at him, hands raised in frustration.  "I have children!"


  "So do I!"  The man shot back, running a hand through his long and unruly black hair.  "And I'd like to get done with this and get back to them!"


  The explosion happened almost mid-sentence and the look on the man's face showed me he wasn't as good an actor as I'd thought.  Luckily, the Tahni were no better at reading our expressions than we were at reading theirs, and the guard was so spooked by the sound that he didn't pay any attention anyway.  It was a distant blast, a low-pitched "crump" that rolled across the plains out to the west about two kilometers away, where the Tahni had appropriated the Amity spaceport.


  There were murmurings and shouts and running footsteps in its echo, but the guard at the service door seemed torn, pawing at the communications link on his shoulder and yelling something into it.  Then there was another blast, and a third only seconds later and the guard yelled something else and took off into the street, towards the spaceport, leaving the door shut and locked behind him.


  We waited until he'd disappeared around the corner, then tipped our carts over on their sides, dumping out the mostly-empty canisters that covered their actual cargo of Gauss rifles and spare magazines.  I grabbed mine, easily distinguishable by the grenade launcher affixed to it, and snagged my helmet as well, securing it to my neck yoke then ripping off the civilian clothes that covered my armor while the others slung spare rifles over their backs to arms the freed prisoners.


  "Get back," I told them over the helmet's external speakers, aiming the grenade launcher at the door's latch.  I'd preloaded it with the only door-buster round I'd had in my vest and I hoped this was a good use for it.


  Once everyone was behind me, I touched the trigger and the gun bucked against my hip as the round kicked out and slammed into the latching mechanism with a flare of plasma.  The lock blasted apart and the door started to swing open from the kinetic energy of the round, but I was already slamming my shoulder into it and charging into the loading dock.


  It was fairly small, meant to accommodate office equipment deliveries, and the smoke from the door-buster filled it with a white haze, but with my helmet's optics I could see a Tahni soldier running down the hall, drawn by the noise.  The 10mm tungsten slug went right where the aiming reticle in my HUD said it was going to, dead center between his brow ridges.  His head disappeared in a mist of red that painted the walls around him, and his body tumbled forward, landing in a heap only a meter from me.  I tried not to look at it, tried to forget that he'd even been there, stepping over it and heading down the hallway to the broad, wooden staircase.


  The one I'd killed had been sitting at a desk by the stairs, watching the front entrance, but he'd been alone and thermal readings showed the lobby as clear.  My boots made a hollow clomp as I took the stairs two at a time, hoping the others were following but not waiting to find out; speed was the key and I could do this part alone if I was fast enough.  The intell Braun had gotten for me said the prisoners were being held on the top floor, with a command center on the second and most of the guards stationed on the third and fourth.  I had to get to the third floor and eliminate those guards before they realized what was going on.


  I hit the second-floor landing, barely glancing off into the entrance hall to the command offices, and kept going, not caring if I was seen; if anyone came out of there, I'd have to leave them to the others and hope that at least one or two would be competent enough to deal with it.  No one had shot me in the back, anyway...yet.


  I was going fast, maybe as fast as I’d ever run in full armor, but that last flight felt like it took hours to climb.  I felt like I was on the stair-mill in the base gym, climbing a never-ending staircase to a top I’d never reach.  But then the last step came so abruptly I nearly stumbled, catching myself with a teeth-jarring stomp on the marble floor.  The landing opened up on my left into what Sophia had told me used to be a small history exhibit of the colony, but had been turned into a makeshift armory and a break area where the guards rested between shifts in the detention area.


  Luckily for me, the twisting maze of the walking history exhibit blocked the view of the guards in the back near the armory from what was happening up front, where the front desks had been.  There were tables there now, set up in some odd formation to accommodate a peculiar Tahni game involving little black and silver shells and a miniature catapult.  No one was playing it now, but the remains of the game were scattered across the table and the floor, one of the chairs overturned in haste.


  We knew they hadn’t gone downstairs to help at the spaceport, so that meant they’d either gone deeper into the armory to retrieve armor and weapons, or they were up in the detention center waiting for us.  If I went into the armory to try to take out the guards first, and I’d guessed wrong, they could be up with the prisoners now, getting ready to use them as shields or simply killing them outright to keep them out of our hands.  But if I bypassed the armory and just barreled upstairs and the off-shift guards weren't there, we’d wind up with a substantial armed force below us, blocking our withdrawal.


  It was a decision I had to make in a fraction of a second, and I charged into the armory with the vague notion that if they actually had gone upstairs already, we'd be too late to keep them from getting to the prisoners, so delaying for a few seconds on the third floor wouldn't hurt much.  The way the human brain works, though, I wasn't sure if I thought that before making my decision or just followed blind instinct and then rationalized it.


  The history exhibit had featured holographic videos running on a loop at intervals along the curving, maze-like hallways, but the Tahni had turned them off, one or two through the expedient method of shooting what looked like a laser pulse right through the wall.  I was glad they were gone; it would have been distracting as hell walking through there with a bunch of computer-generated generic scientist types lecturing me on genetic engineering and filling ecological niches.


  Unfortunately, the projection gear built into the walls made them too thick and too well insulated for my helmet's thermal sights to penetrate or for the audio pickups to identify any tell-tale sounds deeper into the room.  So, I did it the way they'd taught us our first week in Recon training:  the old-fashioned way, slicing the pie at every corner.  If I'd had another Marine along, or even someone I'd had the time to train, I would have done it differently, but...


  I'd made it about halfway into the room when the Tahni showed just how little they thought of my room-clearing techniques by nearly taking my head off with a wild burst of laser fire.  White hot plasma made the air crackle with static electricity as each multi-kilojoule pulse of coherent light ionized a slice of atmosphere around it, blowing charred and smoking holes through the walls and coming only centimeters from doing the same to me.


  I heard a yell from somewhere behind me, but I couldn't stop and find out who it was or if they'd been hit.  I wasn't thinking at that point, just reacting from hours and days and weeks of training.  I threw myself forward into a prone position and brought my rifle to my shoulder, touching the trigger of the grenade launcher before my elbows hit the ground, feeling it punch free of the launcher with a jolt of coldgas propellant.


  I'd adjusted the grenade settings before we'd entered the building, based on our earlier recon and the intell Braun had imparted.  The guards in here didn't wear Shock-Troop armor; they were the second or third-line soldiers, as evidenced by the fact they were using laser carbines instead of KE guns.  No line soldier would use a weapon with that kind of thermal signature, but they were very effective against untrained civilians.


  The grenade's rocket motor kicked in a few centimeters from the barrel and it punched through the walls in front of me with a smack and a cloud of buildfoam particles.  Somewhere on the other side of the maze of walls, the grenade's sensors detected movement and the warhead blew with a sinus-shaking crump and a sun-bright flare, spears of vaporized metal exploding like a halo around it.


  Tahni screams were deeper and more resonant than human screams.  I'd find that out better later, once I'd had more experience; but even then, I knew that there was something truly alien about the sound.  I scrambled to my feet and ran forward, chancing that none of them would be in a position to shoot me and because I knew it wouldn't do a damn bit of good to wait.  I found the first of them alive; he'd been lucky.  The halo of plasma jets was directed by baffles inside the grenade to avoid blowing back at the shooter, and this guy had been just the right side of the safe zone to be knocked off his feet by the concussion but not get skragged.


  Well, he was lucky until I put a 10mm tungsten slug through his head.  Then his luck ran out.  I kicked the laser carbine away from his twitching hands and kept moving, following the last hole through the last curving section of wall.


  The room smelled like cooking meat and the walls were splashed with blood.  Armored vests were scattered on the floor, spilling off of a rack crudely affixed to the wall by adhesive, and a locking metal cabinet hung open, revealing rows of laser carbines and stacks of spare power crystals for them.  Five of the Tahni guards had been hit by the blast while trying to get to those weapons and three of those were clearly dead, with holes the thickness of a stylus burned through heads or necks or torsos.  Another two were rolling on the floor, wailing their inhuman screams from throats that could produce sounds humans couldn't hear, their carbines abandoned and forgotten in the throes of agony.  But the last two hadn't been killed and hadn't been incapacitated and still had their guns in their hands and I tried to move and shoot and knew I was fucked.


  I knew where the round I fired went.  I could see the Tahni jerk when it caved in his chest.  He was short for a Tahni, and a little chubby, like a rear-echelon desk jockey, and maybe that's what he was.  The other one was skinnier and taller and had his carbine aimed at my center-of-mass and I should have been dead right there.  But he wasn't shooting; he was dying, with his neck and shoulder exploding from a pair of hyper-accelerated 10mm slugs.  He spun to the floor, his weapon falling, and I jerked around to see Sophia standing beside me, her Gauss rifle still at her shoulder.  Her face was pale but the set of her jaw was determined.


  I wanted to say something, but there was no time. Instead, I pulled my handgun out of my chest holster and put a single round through the heads of the two wounded, then jogged back the way we'd come, heading back for the stairs.  None of the others had followed me into the armory; I found them still waiting on the landing outside of it, all of them red-faced and breathing hard.  The older man looked embarrassed, but honestly, I didn't care; it was better that the one person who'd come with me was the one who could keep her head.


  "Come on," I urged them, heading up to the last floor.  This was where I'd need their help.


  I pulled the flash-bang from my vest as I ran; it was the last of those I had, too.  I was running out of stuff already, and this was just one firefight.  Shit.


  The last landing ended in a mural of grasslands running into forest with mastodon grazing, hand-painted on the wall by a local artist.  It didn’t look like the Tahni had touched it, but through the opening to the right of that mural I could see what they’d done to the office suites that had been inside.  Whatever partitions had been there had been ripped out, and none too gently from the bare, cracked sections of the walls that showed where they’d been.  In their place were twin rows of wire mesh pens with a clear aisle running between them, each pen stocked with four prisoners each, the only accoutrements being a pair of covered plastic bucket toilets.


  The set-up reminded me of footage I’d seen in old documentaries about primitive farming, when chickens and pigs used to be kept in tiny little cages before they were eaten.  The people in these pens weren’t being fattened up, though; in fact, their ragged clothes hung off of them like none had eaten well in weeks.


  The Tahni guards looked well-fed though.  They looked like the same rear-echelon types I’d seen downstairs.  Two of them were waiting for me, or whatever threat presented itself, standing by the open door in front of God and radar—-as Gramps used to say—-like their soft armor and laser carbines made them invulnerable.  Another was standing just behind them inside, yelling something into the communications link affixed to his armored vest near the shoulder, while the last two were moving back to the prisoners, carbines pointed their way with no good intent.


  I threw the flash-bang, yelled over my speakers at maximum volume, “Close your eyes!” and opened fire.


  I hoped the humans had listened to me, because that grenade was going off either way.  I ignored it as it rolled clattering down the row between the pens, drawing the attention of the two guards who’d been threatening the prisoners, and then it erupted in a blinding, coruscating flash and a screeching ululation specifically designed to disorient and confuse the Tahni nervous system.  It wouldn't do the humans any good either, but my helmet's filters shielded me from the worst of it, and I could still see the targeting reticle in my HUD.


  I didn't target the two closest Tahni first, even though I wanted to; instead, I shot the two who'd been heading for the prisoners, because this was all a damn waste of time if they all wound up getting killed.  The first one was reeling, blinded and deafened and confused, when the round passed through his neck and through the far wall, too.  I didn't watch him collapse because the other soldier was firing wildly, the laser pulses from his carbine flaring into the ceiling as he spun, trying to hit something even if he couldn't see.  The people in the wire pens were screaming and covering their heads and probably didn't even notice when his skull exploded and he slumped to the floor.


  Then our luck ran out.  I was moving forward and slightly to the side, shifting to the Tahni who'd been talking on his 'link when one of the two guards up front stumbled blindly into my path and started shooting.  I saw flares of ionized gas, heard the crack as they rushed at supersonic speed into the evacuated corridors the laser had cut, and felt a searing pain across my left hip that sent me staggering off balance.  I swore in the privacy of my helmet, jerking the trigger of my own rifle and firing off two rounds when I only meant to shoot once.  I was looking at the ceiling, then the floor, then finally steadied myself, still moving because standing still was death.


  Humans were screaming and I didn't know if they'd been screaming the whole time or if I'd just noticed it.  The Tahni soldier who'd shot me was down, his carbine on the ground beside him as he twitched spastically with his spine blown out and his torso nearly severed at the waist from the two hypervelocity rounds that had gone upward into the ceiling after killing him.  I had a sense that someone was hit behind me, but there was too much going on to look.


  Someone else had fired and the second door guard was falling, a hole, centimeters across, through his stomach and I had to get that last guy before he called for help.


  "Hold your fucking fire!"  The shout was more like a shriek than I'd intended, bellowing out through my speakers loud enough for the painful banshee-cry of feedback to fill my ears.


  I was a meter from the guy now, and he was still out of it, clutching at his head, his eyes squeezed shut under his ridged brows.  I didn't shoot him; I was getting paranoid about where the rounds might go when they passed through him.  Instead, I reversed my Gauss rifle and slammed the butt-stock into his face.  The impact rolled back into my shoulders and I felt a fresh flare of pain in my hip, but the Tahni officer flopped backwards, his face a bloody ruin.  I finished him off by stomping on his throat as hard as I could.


  "Get them out!"  I yelled back at the others, waving at the prisoners.


  Then I saw that the woman, the one who'd been pleading with the guard at the service entrance about her family's food rations, was down.  She'd taken a laser to the chest and was shaking violently, blood pouring out of her mouth as her hand grabbed desperately at the shirt of the older man who'd been telling her to let the others go ahead of her.  They'd been play-acting, but from the look on his face, I thought maybe he was her family.


  I stumbled over to him, feeling my left leg begin to go numb from the painkillers my suit was injecting into the area.  The woman was dead now, motionless, her fingers gone limp against his chest.  His eyes were wide and disbelieving, blood smeared across his shirt from her hand.  I shook his shoulder.


  "I'm sorry," I said, trying hard not to yell at him, "but she's gone.  Get her weapons and get these people out of their cells or we'll all be dead and this will be for nothing."


  Where the hell had this guy come from, I wondered suddenly as I listened to my own words echoing in my head.  When had I become all hardened and callous at the ripe old age of twenty-one?


  I guess it worked though, because the guy nodded, slinging the woman's rifle over his shoulder, then grabbing the spare she'd been carrying on her back from where it had fallen.  Sophia and the others were already inside the detention center, working at the locks, trying to hunt down the key cards that the Tahni used.


  I saw them on the shoulder harness of the one I'd stomped to death, hooked together by a plastic ring, and stooped to grab them.


  "Here!"  I called to Sophia.  She looked back and I threw the keys to her underhand.  "Hurry!  We have to be downstairs in two minutes!"


  I felt an urge to run inside and shoot the locks out, but I fought it down and turned to stand guard at the stairs.  This was when we'd be the most vulnerable, trying to get the prisoners down to the street.  If any of the troops who'd gone to the spaceport came back early...


  "Come on!"  I heard Sophia's voice barking out, loud and strong but tinged with a bit of desperation.  "Larry, help Joanna!  Rajesh, take a rifle!"


  I didn't look back, just gave her the space to do her job; and in just a few seconds, people began to file past me.  They seemed even skinnier and more ragged close up, and I had no doubt they would have smelled as bad as they looked if I hadn't had my helmet on, filtering the air.  They were younger than I'd initially thought, but worn down with months under enemy occupation, and there was a feral look to their eyes.  One man had an almost inhuman set to his face, a snarl that split his grey-shot beard and pulled at a red-tinged bruise next to his eye; he held the rifle he'd been given as if he wanted to kill something more than he wanted to get free.


  There were thirty of them in all, but we only had guns for a dozen and many of them looked like they could barely walk, much less fight.  I shrugged the thought away.  If we got into a firefight with real troops, we were probably all dead anyway.


  "Get them downstairs!"  I waved to Sophia, then began jogging down ahead of them.


  My hip was tight and I could feel the skin splitting where it was burned, even through the numbing agents, but I compartmentalized the pain the same way I'd learned to do when Gramps and I were backpacking in the mountains.  If you had a blister on your heel but you had five kilometers to go to get to your campsite, you sucked it up and kept going.  This was a bit more than a blister, but I only had a hundred meters or so to go.


  I kept my head on a swivel on the descent to the ground floor, trying to concentrate hard to make sure the pain meds didn't dull my senses, but the building was empty except for the Tahni we'd killed on the way up.  As I cleared the service entrance, I could hear another explosion in the distance; Braun was still keeping them busy.  Good man, I thought.  He was doing a better job than I figured he would.


  It was darker outside now than it had been when we'd entered; the sun was lower and the clouds were thicker.  I sidled up along the exterior wall and peeked out into the main street.  A few people had risked coming out of their work stations or bunkhouses to stare out at the smoke rising in the distance towards the spaceport.  I saw a Tahni officer step out into the middle of the street and begin yelling at them in unspeakably bad English, telling them, I thought, to get back inside.


  Then he stopped and stared down the street to the south, towards the sound of a heavy-duty hydrogen-cell truck engine.  I saw his hand wandering towards the 'link on his shoulder and I pulled my handgun and shot him without a thought other than that I didn't want to risk collateral damage using my rifle.  The whoosh of the rocket-propellant and the crack of the bullet breaking the sound barrier barely drowned out the thump of his body hitting the pavement.


  People turned and stared at me, mouths dropping open, but then their faces and everything else on the street disappeared behind the tan-colored bulk of a heavy cargo truck, a flatbed with fold up side panels that they used around here for hauling supplies from the port into town and from town to the Tahni base or the fusion reactor complex.  From the passenger's side door, a man I’d been introduced to as Gray Woodington flashed me a thumbs-up and a smile.


  "No problem at all," he told me enthusiastically.  "The Tahni were mostly heading for the port.  We'd better hurry though; I don't think Carl has too many mortar shells left!"


  They were coming out behind me now, led by Sophia, and she and the others began lifting those who needed help into the back of the truck.  At the rear of the gaggle, I could see the older guy carrying the dead woman's body out of the service entrance.  She wasn't a small woman and he didn't look that strong; but he didn't ask for help, not until he reached the back of the truck and looked up at the bed with tears streaming down his face.


  I didn't say anything, just slung my rifle and held out my arms.  He nodded gratefully, passing her off to me and climbing up.  She was a sack of sand, limp and shapeless in death, and I felt bile rise in my throat, but I clenched my teeth against it and managed to hold myself together until I handed her up to him.  She lifted away from me but I felt like her dead weight was still hanging on me, like it would be added to mine forever, a debt that I could never pay.


  Sophia offered me a hand, bracing herself against one of the side-panels, and I took it.  The truck began moving before I was all the way in.
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  I CROUCHED ON ONE KNEE in the back of the truck, readying my rifle in case we were pursued.  The surveillance drones could see us now, but the Tahni watching them could only pay attention to so much at a time, and that was why we had a diversionary attack.  Unless we happened across a patrol, we should be able to make it into the forest before they reached us.


  "You're hurt," I heard Sophia yell next to me over the wind and the engine noise.


  I looked down at the blackened, blood-stained hole burned through my armor over my hip.  It wasn't as bad as it could have been if I'd taken a KE-gun round; my armor was pretty good protection against their small-arms lasers.


  "I'll be okay," I told her.


  The people around us seemed like they wanted to be elated at the rescue, but were too wary to let themselves feel it; they were waiting for the other shoe to drop.  I saw some of them glancing at the dead woman, some with sympathy but others with the obvious fear that her fate was what awaited them, too.


  "I can't believe we got them out," Sophia admitted, a hint of a smile on her face.  She was pretty, I decided.  I hadn't really noticed before.


  I wanted to tell her that we hadn't gotten away yet, but I couldn't stop looking at her face.  She had high cheekbones and a spark of life in her eyes that hadn't been extinguished by what she'd seen.  She had what I decided was the look of slightly-flawed nature to her face that appealed to me since I'd spent my life surrounded by people planned from the genes up.


  I made myself look away, keep a watch out for threats, but I thought I saw her notice me noticing.


  "You did good in there," I told her, looking back at the city as we passed through the gates in the wire fence the Tahni had set up.  Gray and the driver had opened them by hand, according to the plan, and there’d been no one around to close them again.  "You kept your head when none of the others did.”


  I kept my eyes on the horizon, deathly afraid that I’d see an assault shuttle coming from the port, heading for us.  One hypersonic missile would kill us before we knew we were dead.  But there was nothing.


  “They’re doing the best they can,” she said, looking around, trying not to let any of the others hear her.  “They’re still shaken from what happened last week.”


  They’re not the only ones, I thought.  I tried to push out of my memory the image of Johnny’s dead eyes staring up at me.


  I noticed that the road had gotten rougher as it traversed up out of the valley and into the edges of the forest.  The shadows of the trees overhead wreathed us in darkness and I knew the driver had to be wearing night vision, since he didn’t slow down and didn’t turn on the headlights.


  “Hey!”  Grey yelled over his shoulder at us from the open back window of the truck’s cab.  “There’s a vehicle up ahead!”


  I got to my feet slowly and painfully, feeling my hip stiffening up, and limped up to the front, squeezing past the freed prisoners.  I leaned over the top of the cab and spotted it immediately; it was another cargo truck much like the one we were in, but with a dump bed, and it had been shot up pretty bad.  The passenger’s side of the dump box had dozens of ragged penetrations from what looked like KE gun rounds, and there were charred and blackened spots on the side of the cab from nearby explosions.  The truck shuddered and skidded to a halt in a spray of gravel, and the driver’s side door fell open, spilling out Carl Braun.


  “Stop here!”  I yelled through the cab window, pounding on the roof.


  Our truck braked abruptly and I grunted as I was thrown forward against the back of the cab.  I hit the quick-release for one of the side panels and dropped to the ground, ignoring the stabbing pain in my hip.  I saw Braun staggering over to the passenger’s side and helping another man down with the aid of the third person in the cab, a husky-looking woman.


  Others were climbing out of the dump bucket, but only three or four; and I had a sudden leaden feeling inside my gut that the others were all dead, and that it was my plan that had gotten them killed.  I jogged as best I could towards Braun and the others with him, vaguely aware that Sophia was following close behind me.


  "Where are the others?"  I asked him.  He looked at me strangely and I realized my voice must sound odd coming through the helmet speakers; he hadn't heard me talk through them before.  "Is this everyone who made it?"


  "No, we got everyone out," Braun told me and my chest unclenched with a hiss of air.  The former technician looked exhausted, his face pale and covered in sweat, and he still looked better than the man he was supporting.  The middle aged, dumpy-looking little man had taken a tantalum needle from a KE gun through the calf.  I knew it had to have gone through the truck body first or else most of his lower leg would be gone; instead, his leg was soaked with blood from a wound the width of my pinky finger.


  "We took the truck out as a distraction," Braun went on.  His voice went hoarse and he cleared his throat and spat to the side.  "The others got away on foot, they'll meet us in the tunnels."  He jerked his head toward our vehicle.  "We need to walk from here, so we don't lead the Tahni to the entrance.  My guys'll rig the trucks to blow."


  "Sophia," I turned to her.  She was there at my shoulder, which felt right for some reason.  "Get everyone off the truck.  Make sure they don't leave anything behind, especially weapons."  She nodded and jogged back to the loading gate.


  "You lose anyone?"  Braun asked me as she left.


  I almost nodded, but remembered I had my helmet on.  "One woman," I told him.  "Sophia said her name was Claire."


  Braun winced at that.  "Jesus.  David's going to be devastated.  Those two were inseparable."


  David was the older man, her husband.  "He is," I agreed.  "But he did his job."


  The others were clustering around the two of us, hope and concern on their faces.  One of the men was helping David to carry Claire's body, and others were supporting the ones who had trouble walking.


  "We have to go the rest of the way on foot," I said, turning up the volume of my speakers.  "I know some of you are hurt, and I know you're probably hungry and exhausted, but if you can keep it together for just a bit more, we'll get you to safety."


  "Son?"  I turned in surprise at the voice coming from so close to my shoulder.


  It was one of the people we'd freed from the detention center, an older gentleman who looked even older than he was after the occupation and privation and confinement.  Grey streaked his bushy, brown beard and he had the face of someone who made his living outdoors.


  "Yes, sir?"  I responded, wondering if there was a problem with someone who couldn't walk.  I'd try to help, but I didn't know if I could carry anyone too far with the damn hole in my side.


  "Are you a Marine?"  He asked me, something like wonder in his eyes, maybe that they were finally seeing someone from the outside.


  "Yes, sir," I answered, feeling a bit of a surge of pride that I don't think I'd felt before, ever since I'd been forced by circumstances into enlisting.  "I'm Marine Force Recon."


  "Thank God you're here," he said, patting me on the arm before he passed by, following Sophia and the others into the woods.


  I think he believed that me being here meant their problems were over.  I didn't bother to correct him.  I figured he'd find out soon enough.


  #
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  I SAT UNDER A TREE with my rifle across my lap and watched the river flow by, crashing with a wild spray against the small hydroelectric generator just beneath its surface.  From here, you couldn’t even see the research facility:  it was dug into the side of the hill a hundred meters away, only the door on the opposite side above ground.  Across the river and through the trees out a half a kilometer across an open plain, I saw a small herd of mastodon shuffling along from one stand of trees to another, surreal visions of past millennia pacing along on tree-trunk legs, covered in ginger fur.  They didn’t concern me; the sonic fences kept them on their side of the river, according to Sophia.


  It felt good to be out of my armor, and even better to be clean, even if I’d had to steal some soap and take a shower in the damn river in the outflow from the generator.  By the time we’d traversed the tunnels and got people settled into the different outposts and then returned to the main research base and got my wound treated, it had been well past midnight, and all of us had collapsed exhausted into any available corner to get some sleep.  I’d woken up before dawn and found everyone else still asleep, so I’d decided to take the opportunity to clean up; now I was sitting in the golden light of the rising sun, wearing the workman’s clothes Sophia had loaned me and trying to think.


  Or maybe I was trying not to think.  Too much thinking was starting to make me panic.


  “I thought I’d find you out here.”  It was Braun.  His face was bruised and his left arm was bandaged, but he looked a lot more alert and alive than he had yesterday.  In fact, he seemed a bit hyper, bouncing on the balls of his feet as he walked up the bank towards me and crouched down.  “How’s your hip?”


  “Fine,” I told him.  “Sprayed some skin-seal on it and it’s just a bit tight now.  How are you doing?”


  “I got a bit banged up when a missile hit next to us,” he said, shrugging.  “It’s not a big deal.”


  I tried not to snort.  He was trying too hard to sound casual about it, like he was an old veteran now.  Still...


  “You and your people did a good job yesterday,” I told him honestly.  “We couldn’t have pulled it off without you.”


  “Thanks, but you did the heavy lifting,” he admitted.  “None of us could have got in and out of that building that quick, with so few casualties.”  I didn’t respond because it was true, and there was nothing to say that wouldn’t make me sound like a douchebag.


  Braun eased into a seated position next to me on the bank, looking out at the mastodons in the distance.  He didn’t say anything for a minute, and I thought maybe he’d just come out to say thank you.


  “I want you to take over,” he said and I turned, blinking at him for a second, uncomprehending.


  “Take over what?”  I blurted.


  “This whole thing,” he clarified.  “The militia...”  He frowned.  “Actually now, I guess it’s a resistance.  But they need someone who knows what they’re doing.  With Georgia—-she was the planetary Constable—-gone in the attack on the Tahni base a week ago, along with her deputies, we don’t have anyone who even held a gun before the occupation.”


  “Mr. Braun,” I said, chuckling as I stared back at him in disbelief, “I’m a fucking Lance Corporal.  I was in combat one time before yesterday, and I’ve never led shit except in training.”


  “You led us all yesterday,” Braun objected.  “And it worked.”


  “We got lucky!”  I said a little too loudly.  “We caught them licking their wounds from the attack last week, low on manpower and resources and maybe with a few of their higher-ranking officers dead.  That’s why we had to hit when we did.”


  “And you knew that,” Braun argued reasonably.  “None of us would have thought of it.  We all just wanted to sit on our asses and hide.”  He shook his head.  “I been thinking these last couple days, Munroe.  Thinking about what’s going to happen next, and it’s not going to be easy.  Tell me something, how long do you think it’s going to be before the military tries again to take this place back?”


  I hissed out a breath.  This was exactly what I’d been trying not to think about.


  “It’s going to be months,” I put the gut-wrenching thoughts into words, spitting them out like bad food.  “It might even be a year or more.  What they did here last week, that was a shoe-string operation, something some fuckwit Admiral in operations thought up and kicked upstairs until it bounced off someone who’d seen too many war movies.  All it took was one part to go wrong, and it all went to shit.  I’m just a Lance, but even the most elementary operations classes told us you have to be ready for shit going sideways.”


  I used my rifle to push myself to my feet, feeling the hip wound tugging at me with a twinge of discomfort.  I paced down the bank a few steps, then motioned upwards, past the shelter of the overhanging limbs and into the lightening sky.  “Back on Inferno, the Fleet operations gasbags will be blamestorming this shit for months.  When they decide to move again, it’s probably going to be with a slow, plodding operation and overwhelming force because it’s the opposite of what they did this time so it must be right.”


  I paused, realizing that I sounded exactly like Gramps did when he was talking about the First War.  A grin tugged at my mouth, but I hid it from Braun.  Gramps would have this shit organized and these people squared away in a week.


  “So, we’re going to be on our own for a long time,” Braun said.  I looked back at him and saw him nodding, as if that was what he’d been thinking, too.  “You’re just a Lance Corporal in the Marines, Munroe, but I’m not even that.  I can take apart and put together a plasma injector with my eyes closed, but I am not qualified to train these people or lead them into battle.”  He paused and wiped at something in his eye.  “I joined up with Georgia and her people because of Janie.  She and I...we were going to get married.  We wanted a family.”  He swallowed hard.  “She was a fighter, but I’m not.  If you won’t do it, I’m going to tell them to go hide somewhere and try not to get killed until the Commonwealth military decides to come bail us out.”


  “Shit,” I muttered, closing my eyes for a second.  Okay, so maybe I was the only one here who had any military experience to speak of.  But...  “I’ll tell you what, Mr. Braun, I will agree to train your people as best I can, and to plan and lead any military style missions they carry out.  But I will not be in charge of your ‘resistance,’ if that’s what you want to call it.  They need someone they know making the big decisions, someone they can trust, and that’s not me.”


  I extended a hand, having to force myself to do it past a ton of trepidation.  “You run the show, I’ll do my best to help.”


  He hesitated for a second, wheels turning behind his eyes, but finally he took my hand, grasping it firmly and shaking it.


  “All right,” he said.  “I got to admit, Munroe, I was really hoping to let someone else be in charge of this bullshit.”  He laughed humorlessly.  “Or, you know, just doing the whole running and hiding thing.”


  “Yeah, well, I was hoping to be back on leave on Eden by now,” I retorted, “getting reacquainted with this very nice blond girl I met there last time.  But I don’t think any of us are getting what we hoped for very soon.”


  “Speaking of very nice girls,” Braun said, his grin a bit too snarky for my tastes, “Sophia told me if I found you, to ask you to come to her and get your wound checked out.”


  “Yeah, okay,” I said, shouldering my Gauss rifle and heading back inside.


  “Don’t you go anywhere without that thing?”  Braun called to me as I walked.


  I paused and turned back to him.  “No.  And you shouldn’t either.”  I hoped my tone was as serious as the way it felt in my gut.  “This place is relatively safe and well hidden, but it could all go to hell any time.  No one should be outside unarmed.”


  He nodded, sobering.  “Right.  I guess that’s why we need you.”


  I turned away and rounding the grassy mound of the camouflaged building, admitted to myself that the main reason I’d taken my rifle along was because in Boot and Recon training, they dropped you for a hundred pushups if you were farther away than arm’s length from your weapon.


  Doesn’t mean it’s not a good idea anyway.


  The main control room had been empty when I’d gone outside for my bath, but now there were a half dozen people inside, a couple monitoring the sensors, watching for the enemy I guessed, and the rest trying to hook up Gauss rifle magazines to wall chargers to top off the batteries.  My eyes flicked around, making sure no one was finger-fucking a loaded rifle in here, but the guns stacked in a corner all had their magazines removed.


  I found Sophia in a storage room, rummaging through tubs full of raw food-stuffs—-soy patties, algae powder and other stuff that could be stored long-term and fed into a processor for preparation.  She straightened as I stepped through the open door, fists going to her hips, a look of critical evaluation on her face.


  “Where’ve you been all morning?”  She asked me.  “I wanted to check your wound.”


  “I took a bath in the river,” I told her.  “It stinks inside that armor, you know?”  I looked her up and down, noticing her fresh clothes and scrubbed face.  “You look like you got cleaned up too.  Is there a shower in here that I missed?”


  She smiled, shaking her head and relaxing a little.  It was a nice smile.  “No, I took a sponge bath with a water jug.  Isn’t that river a little cold?”


  “It felt good,” I said with a shrug, leaning up against an empty shelf.  Honestly, it wasn’t the first time I’d taken a bath in a river, but that wouldn’t fit into my cover story.


  “You probably needed it,” she admitted.  “All right, let’s have a look.”  She gestured at my hip.


  “In here?”  I looked around at the closet.  “What about the clinic?”


  “We have one of the wounded spending a few hours in the auto-doc,” she told me, “and her husband is camped out on the table next to her.  More privacy in here.  Just shut the door.”


  I cocked an eyebrow at her doubtfully, but slid the storage room door shut and twisted the lock.  She motioned again, with a look of impatience and I unfastened my borrowed pants and dropped them and my underwear low enough for her to see the burn in my hip.  It looked a lot better now than it had yesterday; the skin-seal spray had closed the wound and was encouraging healing beneath its flesh-colored surface.  I’d have been better off using the auto-doc, but that was a limited resource—-the nanite-filled biotic fluid had a shelf life once you exposed it to air, and there was only so much of it in the storage tanks.  You didn’t want to waste that on minor wounds.


  She grabbed the beltline of my pants and pulled them down a little more, and I felt an absurd compulsion to try to pull them back up.  She glared at me and I let go.  She ran a finger over the surface of the skin-seal and “tsk”ed quietly.


  “Looks okay,” she assessed clinically.


  I was feeling the warmth of her fingers on my skin and I looked over her head and tried desperately to think about baseball.


  I had, I realized quite abruptly in a flash of self-awareness, very little experience with women.  Anna had been my first serious girlfriend and we’d stayed together two years.  The girl on Eden had been looking for fun and had been quite aggressive about it, and I’d been too drunk to be shy.  This...this was hard.  No!  Difficult!  This was difficult.  Don’t even think the word hard.


  This was complicated.  I didn’t know Sophia that well, and I had no reason to think she was interested in me in any way other than a fellow human fighting against the Tahni.  If I made the wrong assumptions, it would be pretty damned embarrassing, not to mention making everything awkward with someone I’d be living in close proximity to for at least a few months.


  I noticed her fingers hadn’t moved and I moved my eyes down to hers, clenching my teeth.  She had a curious look on her face.


  “Do you prefer to go by Randall or Randy?”  She asked.


  “Everyone just calls me Munroe.”  My voice, for some reason, came out in a hoarse rasp.  I cleared my throat.


  She snorted at that, but smiled again.  “How old are you, Munroe?”


  “Twenty-one,” I told her honestly.  “You?”


  “Twenty-three.  That’s not too big of a difference, is it?”


  She took a step closer, till our faces were only a few centimeters apart, and I could smell a faint scent of whatever kind of shampoo she’d used on her hair.  She was tall; I was a meter-eight and she was almost as tall as me.  Her hand was still on my left hip and now her other hand went to the right one, her fingers sliding across the edge of my shorts.  My breath caught slightly and I looked into her dark eyes, thinking that no, I couldn’t be making the wrong assumptions at this point.


  “No,” I said in a low mutter, putting my arms around her and pulling her into me.  “Not too big of a difference at all.”
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  “HOLY SHIT,” BRAUN MURMURED, adjusting the focus of the binoculars.


  I didn’t respond, just touched the control on my wrist to dial up my helmet’s image magnification.  The swarm of small shapes descending out of the golden dawn sky over the spaceport surged forward in my vision to become the wickedly-angular, gargoyle shapes of Tahni assault shuttles and the fat, bulbous, delta winged lifting body of heavy-lift cargo landers.


  There were dozens of them coming in, the attack craft touching down lightly and lithely at the corners of the landing field, while the cargo birds braked with desperate, heavy-laden urgency on streams of fire and settled in hard near the open center of the port.  I could hear the roar of their landing jets from over three kilometers away, without the aid of my helmet’s audio amplifiers.


  “That’s got to be at least two of their heavy cruisers in orbit to carry this many landers,” I said with a tone of clinical detachment that I wished I really felt.  “Or a dedicated cargo ship and a cruiser.  Either way, that’s hundreds of troops coming in and a shitload of supplies for them.”  I dialed down the magnification and looked over to where Braun and Sophia and Sharon, one of Braun’s most trusted lieutenants and the same woman who’d been with Braun the night I met him, were huddled under the concealment of a broad-leafed bush.  “They’re putting a lot of resources into holding this place down.”


  “They’re showing us they’re not giving up,” Sophia said grimly, thumping a fist into the sandy dirt of the hillside.  We were only a thousand meters up, but this hill offered a pretty good view of the port and a quick escape route down the other side that led to the forest.  “They’re giving the Commonwealth the finger because the military couldn’t take the colony back.”


  “I just wish the Commonwealth was around to see it,” Braun said, handing the binoculars off to Sharon.  He looked at me, the expression on his face not so much scared or worried as just exasperated.  “You’re the military advisor, so advise me.  What do we do?”


  “We lay low,” I said instantly.  I didn’t even need to think about it.  “They’re going to be putting on a show of force, probably locking down every way in and out of the city and stepping up live patrols to augment the drones and satellites in places they can’t see because of tree cover or terrain.  They’ve got the troops for it now.  If they see our people coming or going, they’ll track us back and we’re all dead.”


  I tapped a finger against the coil shroud of my Gauss rifle, trying to run possibilities through my head.  “The tourist resorts on the other side of the forest,” I said, pointing that same finger at Braun.  “You said you have people hiding out there, that no Tahni had come by yet?”


  “Yeah,” he confirmed, now finally seeming worried.  “What?  You think we should get them out?”


  “For now,” I confirmed.  “Tell them to take everything they can strip out of the places and set up temporary shelters in the forest.  We’ll bring them into the tunnel system if we have to, but we already have a lot of people in a small space.”


  “We can’t just sit around and do nothing,” Sophia objected.  She’d gotten pretty gung-ho since the raid on the detention center.  Fierce in other ways too, I’d found out.


  “We won’t,” I assured her.  “But we have to give whoever their new commander is time to do the whole dog-and-pony show that new CO’s go through, to make all the grunts understand there’s a new boss in town.  Once things settle down and they get a bit more complacent and sloppy, then we can hit them.”


  I shrugged expressively, harder to do in armor.  “We need to get out of here before we’re spotted.”


  #
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  IT TOOK US OVER AN hour to get back to the tunnels, and another twenty minutes in the cart to reach the research base.  Justin, Sharon’s husband, was waiting for us at the tunnel entrance, looking a bit better and less ragged than he had a couple weeks ago,  when we’d busted him out of detention.  He was fidgeting, as if he’d been waiting for us for a while.  I pulled off my helmet as we walked up to him.


  “Munroe, Carl,” he said, giving Sharon a silent hug.  “There’s been a transmission by the Tahni...broadband over the local ‘nets.”  His face went grey under his salt-and-pepper beard.  “It’s meant for us.  You need to see.”


  Braun shot me a look and I shook my head.  We followed him up the ramp and through the hallway to the main control room.  Everyone staying at the base was crowded in around the console and the big monitor hanging on the wall there, muttering in low tones, but the conversation stopped as we came in and they all turned to us, their demeanor as disturbed and shaken as Justin’s.  A Tahni face was frozen there, narrow as their faces went, and jagged like a granite cliff, with brow ridges even more pronounced than usual and lips so thin they might as well have been nonexistent.  Justin reached for a control on the console, looking back at us.


  “We’ve all seen it, but I ran it back for you.”


  He hit the control.


  “I am Colonel K'tann-len-Renn-Tan,” the Tahni male said, speaking English with an odd, singsong tone from a throat not made for it.  “I am the new commander of the Imperial garrison here on the world you call Demeter.  I speak to the human civilians who cooperated with the Commonwealth military to attack us, both in the failed assault on our base several...”  He seemed to be hunting for a word.  “...weeks ago, and the more recent strike on our detention center.  We respect the spirit that makes you refuse to accept our inevitable victory, but your actions are hopeless and will only result in the deaths of your friends and neighbors.  We demand your immediate surrender, and the surrender of any Commonwealth military personnel who survived the failed invasion attempt.”


  He paused and made an expression I couldn’t interpret, but it was a change in demeanor.


  “We will not allow actions against us by the populace here to go unpunished.  When you act collectively, we will punish you collectively.”


  A pause and the image expanded outward from the close-up shot of his head to a wider one, in the middle of the Amity Central Square, a small park with monuments to the ship who’d discovered the world and to the scientists who’d founded the Revenant project.  The Revenant monument was a holographic wall that curved around in a semicircle facing the forest.  In the middle of that semicircle were a group of civilians, maybe twenty in all, their clothes ragged and torn, their bodies skinny from insufficient food, their faces masks of fear and desperation.


  “This,” the Tahni commander went on, “is what remains of the Commonwealth government on this planet.  The Colonial Governor, the Mayor of this city, and all of their staff members.  They are all that remains of human authority here.”


  I felt like I was in zero gravity for the first time, not knowing which way was up, my stomach rebelling.  They weren’t going to...


  Arrayed in formation in front of them were eight Tahni in their version of a dress uniform, carrying laser carbines.  At a word from an officer behind them and to the side, they raised their weapons and opened fire.  The lasers ripped apart the air with crackling flashes of ionization and sent waves of steam and smoke billowing up where they hit the polymer coating and the buildfoam core of the monument.


  I jerked and swore reflexively as the Tahni firing squad emptied their weapons into the humans in front of them, sweeping back and forth even after they were all down.  Their bodies jerked and sprayed blood, and their clothes burned and smoked and melted away.  The camera didn’t look away until the last round had been fired.  Then it panned back and showed the crowd of thousands of people lined up behind in the streets between the Central Square and the government offices, some of them screaming and collapsing in terror or grief, guarded by rows of Shock-Troops and at least sixteen High Guard battlesuits.


  One man yelled in terror and tried to run, but he was shot down after twenty yards by a Shock-Trooper’s KE gun.  There was more screaming but no one dared move.


  The view of the camera switched back to Colonel K'tann-len-Renn-Tan.  Whatever his expression meant, it hadn’t changed.


  “I do not enjoy killing...”  Again, the hunt for a word.  “...noncombatants.  But if you force my hand, I will do so again.  Surrender before we find you.  If we have to search you out, you’ll be killed without the chance to give up.”


  The video froze on his face with the mouth slightly open in mid-word, his teeth bared like a wild animal.  Justin reached over and shut off the screen.  Sharon was sobbing and he folded her into his arms, crying as well.


  “Motherfucking sons of bitches...”  Braun looked like his cork was about to pop, his face beet-red, hands clenched into fists, eyes darting around like he was searching for something to hit.


  Sophia leaned heavily against the wall, looking as if she might pass out.


  And I stood there, feeling as if every eye was on me, like every one of the people in that room was pointing an accusatory finger my way.  I’d done this.  I’d suggested the mission, basically forced Braun into agreeing to it.  Those people, those innocent civilians had died because of me.


  I heard a clatter on the floor and realized my helmet had dropped from my hand.  I stared at it like it was some alien artifact, then plodded to the door.  I thought Sophia was calling my name, but it seemed to be coming from very far away.  I hit the control to open the outer hatch and stumbled outside into the mid-afternoon sun, shaded by overhanging oaks.  The sound of the river couldn’t drown out the roaring in my ears as I walked around behind the building, where no one could see me from the door.


  I went down on a knee beside a century-old oak and tried to keep from puking my guts out.  This was just like Konrad...I’d tried to do the right thing, and someone had gotten killed because of it.  No, this was worse.  Konrad was an asshole who probably wanted to kill Gramps.  These people had done nothing except get caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  An image of their corpses smoking and charred and in pieces floated across my vision and I felt a fresh lurch from my stomach.  I grunted, smashing my gloved fist into the tree.  That felt good, so I did it again until it hurt.  Bark had peeled off under the armored knuckles of my gloves.


  “Munroe.”  Now I heard her voice, felt it penetrating the fog across my thoughts.  I turned, half-raising and saw Sophia standing there, tears streaking her face.  “This wasn’t your fault.”


  “I’m a dumbass kid,” I said harshly, rejecting her absolution.  “I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing and I should have kept my mouth shut.”


  “If you hadn’t helped us free those prisoners,” Sophia said with infuriating logic, “they’d have forced our location out of them.  Everyone here would be captured or dead, including you and me and Carl and Sharon and her son.  What happened after...that’s on this Tahni commander.  No one forced him to kill innocent people; he did that because he doesn’t care about civilians and he doesn’t care about our morals.”


  “And that makes it okay?”  I asked, bitterness creeping into my voice.  “That’s supposed to mean I should just deal with it and move on?”


  Then she shocked me by hitting me in the shoulder.  I stumbled just from the surprise; it hadn’t hurt through my armor, but it was hard and full of anger.


  “Fuck you, Munroe!”  She yelled at me, crying again.  “I knew those people!  You think I don’t feel guilty for being part of what got them killed?  You did what we needed you to do, and you’re going to keep doing it because this is a damn war and you’re a soldier.”


  I glared at her resentfully.  “I am not a fucking soldier,” I shot back.  “I’m a Recon Marine.”


  “Then act like one and get back in there,” she said, pointing behind her at the research facility.  “Those people need leadership and right now, Carl isn’t thinking past wanting to kill somebody.”


  “Damn it, Sophie,” I muttered, shaking my head in resignation.


  “Did you just call me ‘Sophie,’ Munroe?”  She asked, eyes narrowing dangerously.


  All of a sudden, I was scared.  “Umm...yeah. Sorry, it just kind of slipped out.”


  She looked at me sidelong for a second, then grabbed me by the neck yoke of my armor and pulled me into a kiss.  It was hard and strong enough that it took my breath away.  I blinked as she let go and saw a hint of a smile on her face.


  “Don’t ever call me that in front of anyone else,” she warned me with flashing dark eyes.


  “Yes, ma’am,” I promised.


  Braun was engaged in a loud and mostly incoherent argument with Sharon and Justin when I stepped back inside.  The best I could tell, he wanted to go launch an attack right now and they were trying to get him to see that would only get us all killed.


  They stopped gabbling when they noticed Sophie and me coming in, but I could still see the wild madness in Braun’s visage.  Everyone else in the room, twenty people in all, still had the mixture of fear and despair they’d worn when we’d come back from the spaceport.


  I bent over to pick up my helmet and dusted it off before tucking it back under my arm.


  “Braun,” I said, trying to keep my tone even and reasonable, “we can’t go off half-cocked here and try to get revenge, or this Colonel what’s-his-name will get exactly what he wants:  to draw us out into the open.”  I walked over to the console and set my helmet down, leaning back against it.


  “There’s a saying I heard from my great-grandfather,” I told them, trying to sound like Captain Kapoor when he was lecturing the company.  “It went something like, ‘the conventional army loses if it does not win. The guerrilla wins if he does not lose.’  I honestly can’t remember who said it, but it makes sense.  We can’t afford to lose, and we can’t afford to let them win.”


  “So, we do nothing?”  Braun demanded, still furious but a bit less strident.  “We sit back and let this ugly Tahni bastard think he has us too scared to move?”


  “No, Mr. Braun,” I said, grabbing at the very little patience I had.  “What I’m saying is, we don’t go to them, we let them come to us.”  I threw up a hand, wondering if anyone here had even watched a movie or played a ViRdrama about the military.  “Look, he’s trying to make a statement, to show us he’s in charge and he won’t put up with us.  He’s going to start doing risky stuff, like sending out patrols everywhere to show us he can.”


  “We should attack the patrols?”  Braun asked eagerly.


  “We don’t have enough ammo to attack them conventionally,” I corrected him.  “We need to rig up some IEDs.”  At their blank looks, I expounded.  “Improvised Explosive Devices.  If you guys know where we can get our hands on a few common industrial chemicals...”


  “There’s a storehouse out at a construction site near the resorts,” Sharon said immediately.  “They have all the chemicals you need for the buildfoam dispensers and fabricators.”


  “That’s perfect,” I slapped a palm on the console, feeling a bit more confident now.  “But we also have to think like the Tahni Colonel.  You get what I mean?”


  “He’ll think wherever we hit is where we live,” Sophia said, picking up on what I was implying.


  “Not just that.  If we hit his guys everywhere but here, he’ll see that, too.  So, we have to map any attacks out and make sure they’re evenly distributed.  And there’s something else.”  I looked over at Braun.  “We don’t have enough people to do this right, but we don’t have enough space for the ones we do have.”


  “What’s your idea, Munroe?”  Justin asked me.


  “We have to start smuggling people out of the city,” I declared.  “But to do that, we have to set up a series of shelters for them all around the forest, maybe up in the hills, too.  I’m thinking we could get some building supplies when we raid the construction sites, haul them out on four-wheelers.  Then we have to start training them.”


  “How are we going to arm them?”  Braun wanted to know.  “And feed them?”


  “We’ll scavenge weapons from the Tahni patrols we ambush,” I said, thinking about two seconds ahead of my mouth.  “For food...well, they haven’t been guarding the shipments from the soy and algae farms that closely, yet.  We should grab all we can before they do.  After that...”  I shrugged. “We might have to hunt.”


  “You’re talking about eating the Revenants?”  Sophia blurted, alarm on her face.  “We can’t do that, Munroe!  Do you know how many years—-decades!—-it took to establish a balanced ecology here with...”


  “I understand, Sophia,” I said, raising my palms in placation.  “And we’ll try not to take any more than we have to.  But if it’s a question of letting kids starve or killing a mastodon...”  I shrugged.  “What would you do?”


  She hissed out a breath, closing her eyes for a second and, I thought, forcing herself into some perspective.  “All right,” she said, calming down.  “You’re right.  The genetic material is still stored back on Earth.  If we have to, we can start over.”


  “You’re the boss, Mr. Braun,” I said, nodding to the older man deferentially.  He seemed to have calmed down as well, and looked thoughtful.  “It’s your call.”


  He rolled his eyes slightly at that, but then nodded.  “You’re right, Munroe.  We can’t just jump right into the fire; that’s what he wants, that’s why he did this publicly in front of everyone.”  He looked over at Sharon.  “You worked at the resorts; you know where the stuff is.  You want to take some people over to pick it up tonight?”


  “Sure,” she said.  “Justin and Aaron can come along.”  Aaron was her son, the one who’d been wounded in the attack on the Tahni main base that first night.


  “I’ll round up a few volunteers to start planning out intercepting the food shipments,” I said.  “You should get on finding a good place to settle in refugees.”


  “Yeah, I’m the boss,” he replied sarcastically.  But he waved a hand in assent.  “I’ll get on it.  Jesus,” he breathed, “refugees.  How’d it ever come to this?”


  I considered how to answer that for a moment, trying not to sound like a know-it-all Lance.


  “This is what happens when you lose, Mr. Braun,” I told him.


  “We haven’t lost yet, have we?”  Sophia asked me, a waver in her voice that told me she wasn’t sure.


  “We lost the battle,” I admitted.  “The war’s not over.”


  “The war,” Braun said, with the same dark fury somewhere behind his eyes, “is just starting.”  He motioned towards the door back to the tunnels.  “Let’s get to work.”
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  THE AIR SMELLED OF ozone and petroleum and burnt flesh.  I walked down the middle of the gravel road across a swathe of charred and bloody ground and surveyed my grisly handiwork.  The eight Shock-Troops had been dropped by a stolen Amity City truck at the road juncture a few kilometers down the road, and had been followed by a pair of small, remote drones controlled by a technician in the truck.  The drones had been the first target; I’d taken them out with pistol shots guided by the computer in my helmet less than a second before Sophia had triggered the bomb.


  We had maybe ten minutes before they sent out an assault shuttle to investigate, and the team was stripping the bodies like vultures on a dead bison.  KE guns, ammo, power packs, whatever armor had survived, it all went into backpacks and was dragged under cover.  I kept checking the countdown clock on my HUD, pacing back and forth impatiently but not saying anything yet; stressing them wouldn’t help.  I was searching the horizon for aircraft or drones and was seeing nothing but blue sky so far.  Finally, Sophia waved to get my attention and gave me a thumbs-up as the last of the scavengers dashed into the brush, struggling to get a heavy pack over his shoulder.


  I stepped over the nearly naked body of a Tahni soldier, his flesh torn and pale, his blood drained into the uncaring ground.  Did he have parents who would miss him?  Children?  Did the Tahni even think that way?  I didn’t know.  I left him there and followed the others back into the woods.  Whatever help might be coming, it would be too late for him, and too late to catch us.


  It was a good four hour’s walk back through the forest trails to the nearest tunnel entrance, and it was nearly dark by the time we reached it.  Once we were down there, the time of day didn’t matter.  We’d left one of the powered carts waiting for us, and there was just room enough for all the loot and two people.  Rank having its privileges and my armor beginning to get uncomfortably hot in the mid-summer humidity, I took shotgun while Sophia drove and the others had to hoof it.  Anyway, I had a meeting with Braun to get to.  Honest.


  He was there when we arrived at the base, which was even more crowded now that we’d added a family with three kids.  They had a couple folding tables set up and everyone was eating algae pasta and mastodon steaks when we arrived, cooked in the tiny kitchen next to the clinic.  It had taken two rounds to the head to knock down the sub-adult male, mostly because we were using a Tahni KE gun to conserve Gauss rifle ammo, but he’d filled up the freezers we’d hauled over from the resorts and stored out in the tunnel and would feed everyone for a week.


  “How’d it go?”  Braun asked, handing us each a plate and chivvying some kids out of the way to give us a seat on the home-made bench someone had cobbled together from scraps gathered at the resorts.


  “Same as the last few times,” Sophia told him, staring glumly at her steak for just a moment before digging in.  She still didn’t like killing any of the Revenants, even if we’d followed her rules about which ones to cull.  “No friendly casualties and we got a lot of gear intact.”


  “We need to change up our routine,” I cautioned between bites of steak seasoned with that most wonderful of spices, hunger.  “They’re going to twig to us hitting foot patrols and start backing every run up with an assault shuttle, and we’re not bringing one of those down with an IED.”


  “What’s the next step, then?”  Braun wanted to know.  “You’re the tactician.”


  “I’m a fucking Lance Corporal, Carl,” I repeated for what was probably the thousandth time that month.  He was “Carl” now, rather than “Mr. Braun,” after much insistence.  I was still “Munroe.”


  He and Sophia both chuckled softly at that, used to the half-hearted protest by now.


  “Okay,” I sighed in resignation, running a hand through my hair.  It was longer now, nearly as long as before...when I’d been somebody else.  But it was a sandy brown and it felt strange against my neck.  Maybe I could get Sophia to cut it.


  “They’re probably increasing security on the patrols already,” I speculated.  “Probably making them two squads instead of one, and providing more air cover.  But that has to come from somewhere.  Even with all those troops they landed, they don’t have unlimited personnel.  We need to send in more scouts, get an idea of where they’re thin.  If I were their commander, I’d probably strip troops from guarding their base; they got to figure they have enough crew served weapons there for a skeleton crew to keep it secure.”


  “Well, they do, don’t they?”  Sophia asked reasonably.


  “Maybe.”  I shrugged.  “Give me a day or so to think about it.”  I caught Braun’s eye.  “You still want me to pull security for the refugee settlement tomorrow?”


  “Yeah,” he confirmed, wiping the last remnants of steak juice off his plate with a piece off algae-powder bread.  It almost looked like the real thing after the processors got through with it.  “We’re really cheek-by-jowl down in the tunnels now, and it’s getting so you can’t run a cart through them without almost hitting a kid playing around.  We need to get those families to the new settlement ASAP.”


  “Okay.”  I nodded.  It had been my idea in the first place, but I had to admit it made me nervous having that much activity going on in broad daylight, even way out in the hills and under heavy tree cover.  “Want to come?”  I asked Sophia.


  “Sure,” she agreed readily, laying a hand across mine.  She shot me a crooked grin.  “I was going to head to a party at the Belle Epoch night-club, but the DJ cancelled.”  She got up and took her plate to the rigged-up sink where a pair of young teenaged boy were doing dishes, and waved at me to follow.  “Come on, let’s get some rest.”


  “Rest” consisted of one of the few private rooms in the research base—-it had been a closet, but I wasn’t complaining—-making love on a bedroll that had once been the comforter from a hotel room, and a shared sponge bath after.  It was a comfortable temperature there underground at night, and we laid on top of the covers, my arm around her shoulder and her leg draped across mine, awake in the dark.


  “I don’t know about this, Sophie,” I said, finally.


  “Which ‘this’ are we talking about?”  She murmured sleepily into my chest.


  “The attacks,” I clarified.  “The bombs.”


  “There haven’t been any more reprisals against civilians,” she pointed out, sounding a bit more awake.  “Maybe the Colonel decided it wasn’t going to deter us.”


  “Not that,” I said, shaking my head.  She couldn’t see it; it was pitch black in the closet with the lights out, but she could feel it.  “I mean, I still worry about that, but that’s not what’s bugging me right now.”


  “Then what?”  She propped herself up on an elbow and I could feel her eyes on me, even if I couldn’t see them.


  “It’s been too easy,” I explained, giving voice to the doubts I hadn’t wanted to share with Braun.  “The first time, sure, they wouldn’t be expecting it.  When we did a couple at once, sure.  But these last couple times, they should have been ready, and they weren’t.”


  “Well, they haven’t followed us,” she argued.  “And if they put a transponder on any of the shit we took off the bodies, it’s not showing up on any of the detectors you rigged up with Cammy.”


  Cameron Urquidez was a communications specialist who had worked for the planet’s lone local programming net and between the two of us, we’d worked up some portable scanners to check anything we grabbed for implanted tracers.  Sophia was right, we hadn’t found any so far, other than the RFID’s in the guns, and we already knew to remove those before we hit the tunnels.


  “Your idea about relocating people is working, too,” she went on.  “We’ve smuggled at least fifty people out of the city in just the last week, and the settlements are all mostly built now.”


  “I’m missing something,” I said softly, mostly to myself.


  “Think about it in the morning,” she said, stroking my forehead.  “It’s been a long day.”


  I drifted off slowly, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that tomorrow might be too late.
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  “Are we there yet?”  The kid asked me again and I bit back my instinctive response and took a deep breath.  He was nine, and swearing wouldn’t have been appropriate.


  “JUST AROUND THE NEXT bend,” I said instead.  I wanted to tell him to quiet down, but the fact was, if the Tahni were close enough to hear him talking, we were dead anyway.


  I sympathized with the little guy, and even more with his parents, who were carrying his younger sister; she couldn’t have been more than three.  The going was rough through the forest on the game trail, with roots and ruts and tangle-foot vines trying to trip you up with every other step.  The parents looked like indoor people, like they’d both worked in an office in Amity before the invasion and maybe taken motorized tours of Revenant Forest once in a while and never even thought about going camping for the weekend.  Their clothes were baggy and borrowed and their hair looked like the ragged, overgrown remains of what had once been cheap copies of Earth styles.


  The two other families following behind weren’t much better—-they’d all been hostages in Amity City until about a week ago, when we’d smuggled them out—-but they all looked eager to get someplace with more elbow room than the tunnels.  And we needed the settlements to succeed, because we needed more places to hide out after operations; if we kept going back to the same tunnel entrances, sooner or later the Tahni were going to find one.


  I waved at Sophia back riding drag on the formation, behind the last of the refugees, and she waved back.  Things had gone pretty easy, aside from having to take too many rest stops.  Damn kids had to pee every ten minutes and I half suspected, at least in the case of the boys, it was because they thought it was fun to pee on a tree in the woods.  Still, considering what they’d been through, I guess the kids were handling it all pretty well.  Better than I would have at that age if someone had dragged me out of our life of opulence and thrown me into a hole in the ground to hide from the bogie-man with not enough to eat and nothing to do.


  I noticed the light filtering through the trees starting to get brighter and harsher and a quick glance at my HUD told me it was nearing mid-day.  I hadn’t been lying to the kid; the settlement was around the next bend just a kilometer or so.  Hopefully, we’d be there in time for lunch.  We’d built the lean-to’s as simply and sturdily as we could, into the side of the hill near a natural spring where it flowed into a creek that was a tributary of the Lethe River, the main artery that wound through the valley and around the Revenant Forest.  They were camouflaged with leaves and brush on the roofs and I felt they were about as undetectable as we could make them and still be able to deliver food to them.


  Something skittered across the leaves and loam on the ground and the muzzle of my Gauss rifle flicked towards it almost of its own accord, but it was just a lizard or snake.  It wasn’t anything native:  this world hadn’t had any native animals or even much in the way of sophisticated plant life when humans had arrived over a century ago.  That’s what had made it a natural for the Revenants; there was no competition from the native life.


  I breathed a sigh of relief as we came around a winding curve in the path and the woods opened up onto the clearing around the creek.  I could see a few people along the banks of the creek, a few hundred meters away, filling up water jugs; my eyes tracked back from them to where I knew the shelters to be; even then, it took a moment to see past the camouflage.  That had been good work.


  I was about to move out in the open and wave to let them know we were coming, trying not to alarm them, when my eyes rose up above the trees and I froze.  Coming in low over the horizon, nap of the earth, just over the tree line, was a shape I couldn’t have seen without my helmet’s optics, just the right shade of grey to blend into the sky until it was too late.  Its lines were sinister and jagged, a collection of weapons hard-points and sensor pods, and an icy lump of fear coalesced in my gut.


  I opened my mouth to shout a warning, but before I could, I saw the exhaust trail of a missile looping away from the Tahni assault shuttle.


  “Incoming!”  I screamed, throwing myself backwards over the impatient nine-year-old boy and sheltering him with my body.


  I could feel the heat from three hundred meters away, feel the concussion rolling through the ground, feel the shock wave toss me and the kid back a couple meters, rolling us over and over across the dirt and grass.  I scrambled desperately to my feet, scooping the boy up in one arm, my rifle locked out in my other, pulled into my side.


  Everything was a kaleidoscope of smoke and flame and fiery debris and I could see that the missile had hit the shelters and they were gone, vaporized along with half the hillside in a mushroom cloud rising slowly into the hazy sky.  The boy’s parents, his sister...they’d been knocked down by the blast, even this far away.  I let my rifle go, let the sling retract it to my chest as I spared a hand to yank the mother to her feet, her young daughter still in her arms.


  I was shouting something, I wasn’t quite sure what.  Something about moving, about getting out.  I handed the boy to his father, pushing them both towards Sophia as she yelled at the others to run ahead of her.  I turned back towards the carnage, trying to find the young teens who’d been getting water; no one could have survived back at the shelter, but they might have...


  Through the smoke and dust, I could see the High Guard battlesuits descending on jets of steam from their backpack isotope reactors like angels of death, four of them coming out of ejection pods in the sides of the shuttle.  Lightning seared the air around them as they sprayed the area with their electron beamers, ripping into what was left of the shelters and blowing apart the wreckage in sprays of flame.


  I ran, not even hesitating.  Nothing we were carrying could penetrate their armor and I had to get Sophia and those families out of here before they spotted us, but the truth was I didn't even consider either of those on a rational level.  I ran with pure, stark panic dogging my heels, back into the trees, running so fast I caught up with the others in seconds and felt like cursing them when they slowed me down.  The couple with the two children was trying to go as fast as they could, but the kids were screaming and had to be carried.  I grabbed the nine-year-old boy and tossed him over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes, ignoring his yowling protests and letting his father handle the toddler.


  We followed the game trail, but that was as much coherent thought as went into our flight; the rest was blind fear and roots and vines reaching up like the hands of the undead to yank at our ankles and try to bring us down and it seemed to go on forever.  The boy was a lead weight on my back, throwing off my balance, and my breath was coming like the chugs of an old steam engine like I’d seen in a museum once.  After a few minutes that seemed to drag like hours, the small part of my mind that was bothering to think at all considered that I was genetically engineered by my mother to be a perfect physical specimen, and honed like a combat knife by the Marine Corps into the best shape I could reach and I was getting tired.  How exhausted was Sophia?  Or the families ahead of me with their kids?  We couldn’t keep this up.


  I’d no sooner had the thought than the whole procession came to a halt and I nearly ran through the father of the boy I was carrying.  I set the kid down and jogged up to the front of the line of panting, sweating, in a couple cases vomiting refugees.  Sophia was bent over, hands on her thighs, wheezing and gasping, her face pale and slick with sweat.  She’d been carrying a two-year-old girl, and now the toddler was running back to her mother, crying loudly.


  “Are you okay?”  I asked her urgently, automatically scanning our surroundings.


  The trees were thicker around us now, not the big oaks but skinnier ones I didn’t recognize, closer together with thick grass between them making passage impossible for us and probably impractical even for the battlesuits.  Overhead, the branches formed a canopy that filtered out most of the grey, overcast light and probably concealed us from any drones in the air.  This was as good a place to stop as any.


  Sophia was nodding, still not able to talk.  I unsealed my helmet and pulled it off, sucking in great, gasping breaths of the humid Summer air, trying to get my breathing and my thoughts both under control.  I turned to the others and motioned for them to sit down and be quiet.  A couple of the younger kids were still sobbing, the coat of dust and dirt on their faces lined with the tracks of tears.


  “Stay here,” I told Sophia, setting my helmet down next to her and heading back down the trail.


  I walked back about a hundred yards, where we’d curved around a gentle rise, then squatted down and listened, trying to open my senses the way Gramps had taught me out in the desert.  We’d come about four or five kilometers I thought, which should have put us somewhere to the southwest of the hill country where the settlement had been.  If we’d managed to get out of there without being spotted by the Tahni, we should be okay to make it back to the Revenant Forest.  If we had been spotted, the only way they could get to us was to send infantry down this trail.


  I listened intently for about ten minutes, finding the rhythm of the woods, the subtle balance of birds and insects and frogs and squirrels and their regular calls and movement.  It didn’t alter, didn’t deviate, and there were no other, foreign sounds.  The Tahni weren’t on this trail.  Satisfied, I rose and padded back up the path to where the others waited.  They looked slightly less near death from exhaustion than when I’d left them, though three of the adults were still collapsed on the ground, heads between their legs.


  “Okay,” I said, speaking in a casual, conversational tone to keep them calm, “I don’t think they’re following us.  And we don’t have to worry about drones or aircraft spotting us in here, so we can rest a few more minutes if you need to, but I think we should start moving back towards the forest and the tunnels as soon as everyone’s ready.”


  “All those people,” one of the women muttered.  I think I remembered her name was Kate, but I wasn’t sure enough to call her that.  She was fairly young for a mother, maybe ten years older than me at most, dressed in borrowed work clothes.  Her face was coated with soot and dust from the missile strike and her brown hair was long and tangled.  “They killed all those people...”


  “The aliens are going to kill us all,” one of the younger teenagers, a girl with black hair cut short and startlingly grey eyes, declared to me.  There was no fear in her voice, just a dull acceptance.


  “No, they won’t,” I told her bluntly, not talking down to her.  “You know why?”


  She shook her head, a little skeptical curiosity in the set of her square jaw.


  “Because if they kill us all,” I informed her, “then Earth has no reason not to start launching nukes at this place till nothing can live on it at all.  They need us around.  But we don’t need them, so we have an advantage.”


  “Why don’t the aliens just launch nukes then, if we take it back?”  Her brother, slightly older but with features nearly identical to his sister, asked reasonably.


  “Because the Tahni think it belongs to them,” I said.  “And you don’t break your own stuff.”


  “How the hell,” Sophia asked in a voice full of pain and bitterness, as if she hadn’t been paying attention to the rest of the conversation, “did they find the settlement?  There’s no way they could have stumbled onto it, not as remote as it was.”


  I looked at her and saw the broken look on her face, and I recognized it because I felt it, too.  We’d put a lot of work and sweat and hope into the settlements, into getting people out from under the thumb of the occupation.  And we’d just watched dozens of them die in front of our eyes, while we were helpless to stop it.  Maybe I was becoming jaded.  A few weeks ago, it would have stabbed me in the gut with despair.  Now, it just felt like another lead weight added to the ton on my shoulders, like those weights the drill sergeants in Recon selection would slip into your pack during a ruck march to make it harder, to make you drop out.


  “They had to have tracked one of our movements from the tunnel to the settlement,” I guessed.  I shook my head.  “Damned if I know how.  They can’t know where the tunnels are, or they’d have hit them already.  Maybe someone showed up on a patrol drone’s surveillance footage?”


  “Maybe,” she said, grudgingly, still staring into the dirt.  Then she looked up at me, her dark eyes narrowing.  “If they did, why didn’t they just hit them immediately?  It’s an awful coincidence they did it just as we got there.”


  I didn’t have an answer for that, so I didn’t try. Instead, I retrieved my helmet from where I’d laid it down beside her, shook it out to make sure no insects had tried to take up residence inside, and got the yoke ready to put it back on.


  “We should get going,” I said.


  Then I set the helmet in place and fastened the yoke.  It booted up quickly as it reconnected to the internal sensors in my armor and, as always, ran a complete scan of everything around it for threats, including environmental threats like poisonous gasses, toxic chemicals and the like.  I never really paid much attention to those scans, since I usually already knew if I was on a planet with an unbreathable atmosphere.


  This time, though, I noticed a small notice blinking yellow in the corner of my HUD readout.  Yellow didn’t mean immediate danger, just a potential threat I should be cautious about.  In this case, it was notifying me of a fairly low but nevertheless distinctive radiation source within a two-meter radius.  I looked around, confused.  There were no rock outcroppings nearby and the ground was soft and loamy.  Where the fuck would radiation be coming from?


  I touched the control pad on the forearm of my armored sleeve and told the helmet computers to localize the radiation source.  My HUD instructed me to walk twenty meters out, then twenty meters back to triangulate and I did, ignoring Sophia’s curious glance.  The yellow circle in the terrain mapping function narrowed, shrinking down to a point.  That point settled on a spot a couple meters ahead of me and to my right.  My blood froze in my veins as a suspicion took hold.


  I moved closer to the spot and the glow got brighter, projecting itself over my field of view in the helmet.  The glowing yellow star was right in the middle of the chest of the woman I thought was named Kate.  She stared back at me, a look of intense and unsurprised guilt on her face.  Tears ran down and her shoulder shook.


  “I didn’t want to,” she sobbed, burying her face in her hands.  “They said they’d kill my children...”


  “Oh, fuck,” Sophia said, her voice weak as she slumped back to the ground.


  “They let you go,” I surmised, a harsh, cold tone to my voice that I didn’t intend.  “They let you go to lead them here.”


  She nodded into her hands and I saw the look of horror on her husband’s face as he understood what we were saying.


  “I’m not the only one,” she told us, looking between Sophia and me, trying not to look at her husband or children.  The nine-year-old was confused, while the toddler was playing in her father’s arms, blissfully ignorant.  “They told me I wasn’t the only one.”


  The other settlements.  My head swam as I realized what she was saying.  I felt my hand shaking as I fought not pull my pistol and put a round through her head, not for what they’d done to her but for her keeping it secret.  Her children were right here, I reminded myself.  Think about them.


  “We can’t take you back,” I said after a moment.  “They wouldn’t be able to track the isotope underground, but we can’t lead them to the tunnels.”  If they didn’t already know about them, I amended to myself silently.


  “I understand,” she said quietly, eyes on the ground.


  “Do you?”  I asked sharply.  Her face snapped up, and from the look on it, I knew she did.


  “James,” she said in a calm, even voice, “you need to take care of the children.”


  “Katherine?”  James was shaking his head, clasping his toddler girl to his chest like a life preserver.  “We can’t leave you here...”


  “James, you have to take care of the children.”  Katherine put a hand against his chest.  “This was my fault, not theirs.  I won’t let them or you pay for it.”


  I turned away, walking back to the other two families, who were staring at us uncomprehending, not having heard most of the conversation.  They looked at me as I walked past them, and I was grateful for my helmet and the anonymity it gave me.  It kept me from having to talk to them.  I leaned against a tree at the edge of the path, feeling another weight slip into the pack.  How much more could I carry before I dropped out of this march?


  I heard Sophia telling everyone to get to their feet and I looked back and saw that Katherine had said her goodbyes.  The nine-year-old boy was sobbing, not understanding why mommy wasn’t coming with them, straining against Sophia’s hands as she pulled him away.  James was crying as well, but he was walking away from her, shielding the two-year-old.  Katherine waited until the others had passed her by, till everyone had moved down the trail and around the next curve out of sight, and I waited beside her.


  She watched the way they’d gone for another minute, still waiting for them all to be well out of earshot.  Then she turned to me with a look of devastated acceptance.


  I hated her, not for what she’d done but for what she was forcing me to do.  We couldn’t take her back to the tunnels with that isotope tracer inside her, and we couldn’t take her anywhere safe to remove it because they’d come get her before we could get it out.  And we couldn’t let the Tahni have her, or they’d force the location of the tunnels out of her.


  I pulled my pistol from its chest holster, reversed it and offered the grip to her, but she shook her head, wiping at her tears with the back of her hand.  It streaked her face with moist dust and dirt.


  “I can’t do it,” she said, her voice a whisper, barely audible as she turned away from me, facing the trees.  “I can’t do it myself.”


  I looked at the gun in my hand, hefted it.  So light, just a piece of hardened polymer and ceramic, but it weighed more than the world.


  All I heard was the hissing of my own breath deafening in my ears, drowning out her quiet sobs.  I raised the pistol to the back of her head, the pressure of my palm activating its link to the reticle in my HUD.  She was a target now.  I thumbed the selector to deactivate the minimum arming distance for the warhead, then before I could think about it, I touched the trigger.


  What was left of Katherine pitched forward to the ground, everything that had been her, everything that had made her an office functionary and a mother and a person scattered over a dirt game trail in the ass end of nowhere.


  I waited for the nausea, waited for the wracking guilt, but there was nothing.  I felt nothing.  That was so much worse, somehow.


  I shoved the gun back into its holster, un-slung my Gauss rifle and marched away after the others.
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  BRAUN WASN'T AT THE base when we arrived.  No one was, and I should have been worried about that, but I didn't give a shit.  We'd given him the word from the outpost where we'd entered the tunnels, and what he did with it was his business.  I let Sophia deal with settling the families in; they wouldn't have wanted to talk to me anyway.  I paced through the deserted facility into our room, tossed my helmet on the floor, leaned my rifle in a corner then began stripping off my armor.  I paused as I pulled off my chest holster, struggling with an urge to throw it against the wall.  Instead, I set it down carefully and finished undressing, peeling off my skinsuit and dropping it over my armor plating.


  There was a water jug in the corner by the door; a towel was draped over it and a rag we were using for a wash-cloth was bundled around a bar of soap on the floor next to it.  I sponged off slowly and methodically, scrubbing at stains that wouldn’t come out, ever.  I was pulling on civilian clothes when Sophia stepped into the room and approached me slowly and carefully, like I was a primed explosive charge.


  “Carl’s back,” she said quietly, laying a cautious hand on my arm.  I stared at it; it felt alien to me, somehow, different than it had before.  Maybe it was just me that was different.  “He wants to talk to you.”  She looked down, let her hand fall away.  “It’s bad, Munroe.”


  “I figured.”


  I reached over to grab my rifle before I left the room but then closed the hand into a fist and walked out without it.


  Braun was outside the main hatch watching the sunset.  I’d figured he’d be raging and screaming, but maybe he’d already got that out of his system because he was dead silent, his face neutral, his eyes cold.  He didn’t look at me when I walked up beside him, just kept staring at the setting primary.


  “They got three of the settlements,” he said, finally, in a tone like he was speaking of the weather.  “Over a hundred dead.  We found two more refugees with isotope tracers implanted.  They’re dead, too.”


  I wondered if he’d killed them himself.  Braun had changed a lot since I’d first met him; he looked less harried and overwhelmed and more confident, and his face seemed sharper somehow, less shapeless.  The weapons he carried habitually looked less like ornaments of rank and more like tools.


  “Munroe, I want Tahni prisoners.”


  I shrugged.  “I can get you live Tahni,” I told him, “but our briefings say that most have implanted transponders for tracking down missing soldiers.  They’d find them in a couple hours, tops.”


  “Do you know where in them they have the transponders implanted?”


  “Sure,” I answered readily.  “It’s in their back, between their shoulders.  But it’s surrounded by blood vessels and nerve clusters and pretty close to their spine.  You can’t take it out without permanent damage, maybe fatal damage, unless you have a fully equipped medical clinic.”


  “Is that file in your helmet computer?”


  “Yeah.”  Somewhere.  I knew I could hunt it down.


  “Load it on a tablet and give it to me.”  He finally turned and looked at me with the same casual, careless regard he’d had for the horizon.  “Once you finish the operations plan for getting me prisoners, I’ll give you an interim location to bring them and we’ll cut the transponders out there before we take them underground.”


  “Even if you cauterize the wound,” I warned him, shaking my head, “they won’t survive long.”


  He smiled.  I wasn’t a man who scared easy, not anymore, but that smile scared me.


  “They won’t need to.”


  #
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  THE TAHNI SOLDIER BLINKED and groaned through the gag in his mouth when I pulled the sack off his head and shoved him into the muted light of the tent, quickly closing the door behind us and shutting out the rest of my squad.  They were all younger than me and full of anger.  A couple had been the lone survivors of the settlement attacks and they were eager for revenge.  I didn’t like to look at their faces and I was glad to be away from them for a minute.


  This was the third Tahni prisoner I’d snatched tonight and the workers were getting better at setting up the mobile surgery tent.  It had been thrown up quickly, a roll of plastic tarp propped up on jerry-rigged poles in a stand of trees just outside the north end of Amity.  A folding table was set up in its center, smeared with fresh blood.


  Matching stains were on the shirt of the surgeon, who’d run the city clinic in Amity before the invasion.  He was a burly, muscular type with skin the color of a walnut and hair that had once been neatly curled into dreadlocks before the last year had turned them wild and frizzy.  He’d lost his boyfriend to the Tahni and he had, as Gramps liked to say, run out of fucks to give.  He smiled grimly as he watched his attendants force the struggling Tahni down onto the table, restraining him with tie-down straps from a truck.


  It took three of them to do it; the Tahni was a big male, if a bit on the old side.  His age was probably why he wasn’t a Shock-Trooper, why he’d been stuck in a menial job overseeing cargo deliveries.  The Tahni didn’t do anti-agathic treatments for some obscure religious reason, so they cycled soldiers through their elite units a lot quicker than we did.  The older ones were put in ceremonial positions if their superiors liked them, or rear-echelon shit-kicker details if they didn’t.  This guy just didn’t have any luck at all.


  “Too bad we don’t have any anesthetics calibrated for Tahni physiology,” Dr. Mangrum said, half to himself, as he pulled a laser scalpel from a pocket of his red-stained overcoat and one of the orderlies cut through the Tahni’s uniform jacket with a pair of scissors.  “Or maybe not too bad...”


  I didn’t bother telling him he’d made the same remark with the last prisoner.  I was fairly sure he was halfway ‘round the bend and I hoped to God I didn’t need him to treat me for anything.


  It didn’t take as long this time, perhaps because he’d had practice now.  The Tahni’s muffled screams didn’t make it out of the tent, and the straps restricted his thrashing to a pitiful shudder as the laser sliced neatly through the flesh and muscle of his upper back, laying it bare to the stark whiteness of the spine.  The extraction of the tracer was a messier affair, with mechanical forceps and a great deal of blood, adding to the collection on Mangrum’s clothes.  But in less than two minutes, he had the small, metallic nodule clutched in his gloved fingers.


  He examined it with a critical eye for just a moment, then handed it off to a stone-faced young woman who might have once been called pretty before the things she’d seen and done had hardened her.


  “Take it as far to the east as you feel comfortable, Esther,” Mangrum told her.  “Drop it in a hole, or in water and get out before they find you with it.”


  She nodded and dropped the bloody device into a pouch on her gunbelt, then ducked out of the tent and took off running.  Dr. Mangrum turned back to his “patient” and began packing the still-bleeding wound with gauze, then covered it with a bandage.  Not a smart bandage; we saved the few of those we had left for our own wounded.  This was just sterilized cloth, like we were on a battlefield a couple hundred years in the past.  The Tahni had gone limp, possibly unconscious, and was shuddering with each breath.


  “Very well, Corporal Munroe,” the surgeon said, finally, securing the dressing in place.  “You may have your people deliver this thing to Carl.”


  “I’ll take him myself,” I corrected him.  This was my last run for the night.  By the time we got this one back, it would be nearly daylight.  “Get your tent broken down and get back to base as quick as you can.”


  “Quickly,” Mangrum corrected my grammar absent-mindedly, motioning to his orderlies to start the wrap-up.  “As quickly as you can.”


  I stuck my head out the entrance and waved at a couple of the bigger guys in my squad to come in.  Their names were Kurt and Victor, and I only remembered that because I needed to be able to direct them in combat.  They were both blond, with long hair and bushy, unkempt beards and might have been brothers for all I knew.


  They grabbed the Tahni by the arms and hauled him out of the tent, then dumped him face-first into a powered wheelbarrow we’d stolen from the resort construction site weeks before.  The sky was clear that night and Demeter’s rocky, irregular moon was up; I felt uncomfortably exposed in its merciless glare.


  “Let’s go,” I urged the others, waving at the lean, whipcord girl on point to move out.


  Illyana was her name and she was carrying a Tahni laser carbine; the Gauss rifles were getting low on ammo, but we could always steal Tahni ammo off their dead soldiers.  Of course, the Tahni hadn’t gotten a new shipment since the reinforcements had arrived, and I wondered if it was because they weren’t able to get any more ships safely through.  I hoped it was.


  I snorted without humor in the privacy of my helmet.  If this thing kept going on too long, maybe both sides would run out of ammo and we’d be down to knives.


  The path through the woods was narrow and overgrown and the wheelbarrow wasn’t designed for that kind of terrain.  I had to have the Viking twins carry the Tahni for stretches of a hundred meters or more while three or four of the others dragged the cart, and if we hadn’t had a use for it back at the base I would have left it behind.


  We weren’t very stealthy, but in this situation, I didn’t care.  The forest was full of animals making noise and drones looking for thermal signatures would be overwhelmed by elk, deer, bison, aurochs, mastodon, dire wolves and God knows what else.  My main worry was running into a predator, and making noise made that less likely.  When Gramps and I had backpacked in the Rockies, we’d always talked to each other or said “hey bear” every few seconds, and I remembered the lesson.  I’d been on the damn planet for months and still hadn’t seen a saber-tooth or a short-faced bear and I was very happy to keep that status quo.


  By the time we reached the tunnel entrance, I could sense rather than see a hint of dawn above the trees and I knew we had cut it fairly close.  There were two families crammed into the little two-room outpost buried at this entrance and they stared at the Tahni captive with mixed hatred and fear, the parents shoving their children back away from him as we carried him through to the tunnel.  I tried not to stare at the kid’s faces.  They always had this look, all the refugee kids, like they’d never get over this no matter what happened, that things would never be good again.


  I felt weariness dragging at me by the time we reached the cart they’d left for us, and I fell into the seat and closed my eyes, letting Illyana drive.  I dozed off at one point, but woke with a jolt when we came to a stop at the base.  There were permanent guards posted out at the tunnel entrance now, with night vision and lasers looted from the Tahni and they nodded to me and the others as we passed by.  They looked hard and lean and angry.  Everyone who’d survived looked that way now.


  The Tahni prisoner had passed out a couple times on the trip back, and I wondered if he was going to survive long enough for Braun to interrogate him.  I assumed that was what he wanted the prisoners for.  I’d uploaded Tahni language translation programs to the base’s core systems and everyone had them on their ‘links and tablets.  We should be able to understand them, and to get them to understand us.  The question was whether this schlub actually knew anything worth telling.


  More familiar faces stared at me as we filed into the base, some with awe, some with caution, others with downright hostility.  James Sanderson still blamed me for his wife’s death; honestly, I did, too.  There was only one face I wanted to see, and as I pulled off my helmet and entered the main control room, I spotted Sophia seated at the monitors, watching something intently; she was the only one in there, which was strange.  I was about to walk over to her when Braun stepped out of the clinic, looking like something from a nightmare.


  His hands and arms were covered with blood to the elbows, and more of it had splattered on his shirt.  There were even flecks of it in his beard, and the image matched the cold intensity of his eyes.


  “Bring him in here,” he told the maybe-brothers who were carrying the Tahni between them, his hands secured, the hood still pulled over his head.


  “What the fuck?”  I muttered.  “Carl?”


  He ignored me, preceding the prisoner into the room, then shutting the door behind them.  I tried to open it but found it locked.


  What the fuck?


  What was he doing in there?  I expected him to be using physical duress to get whatever answers he wanted out of the Tahni, and while that was against the Commonwealth UCMJ and the law, hey, it wasn’t me doing it and I didn’t have to watch.  But it looked like he was up to his armpits in a butchered mastodon.


  I turned to the rest of the squad.  “Go get some food and sleep,” I told them.  “Clean your weapons and your gear after you eat.”


  They nodded and headed back for the tunnels; we were storing a lot of the food in there now, stacked in the little service alcoves where technicians had used to access the fiber optic cables for repairs and maintenance.  There just wasn’t enough room in the base or the outposts for all the supplies we’d gathered.  We’d intended to ship a bunch of it out to the settlements, but...


  “What’s going on?”  I leaned against the console next to Sophia, dropping my helmet in a chair.  “Where are the other two prisoners we sent you?”


  “Here,” she said quietly, a numb quality to her voice that I didn’t remember hearing ever before, nodding at the screen.  “You can see them.”


  I looked at the screen, confused.  I knew every view from every one of the forest’s hidden game cameras by heart, after months staring at them, looking for sign of Tahni incursion.  This one was different; someone had hooked up a new camera, and from the open terrain and the gravel road running through it, I could tell this was coming from somewhere closer to Amity.


  “It’s a disposable drone,” she said, answering my unasked question.  “They won’t be able to trace it back to us because it’s a wide-band broadcast; anyone with a receiver anywhere within a twenty-kilometer radius should be able to pick it up.”


  The drone must have been small; it was wavering with the wind, the dawn light glinting in its lens, and it took me a couple seconds before I saw the bodies.  They were both tied to metal braces, their bases buried in the dirt by the roadside like crosses.  You couldn’t tell if they were Tahni or human at first; they were just glistening, wet masses of bloody tissue.  It took another, closer look before I realized that they’d been skinned like animals.  Then one of them moved...


  A cold, creeping tendril of unreality was worming its way into my brain, trying to convince me that this was nothing but a fever dream, that it couldn’t be actually happening.  I let it settle over me like a comforting blanket, ready to believe anything to keep from accepting what I was looking at.


  A warbling, inhuman scream broke me out of that fugue, penetrating the door into the clinic and echoing through the control room.  I came off the console and stalked over to the door.


  “Munroe...”  Sophia was calling my name, but I ignored her.


  The door was cheap plastic with a cheap lock.  I smashed the sole of my boot into it and it buckled and slammed inward with a dull thump.  Inside, the Tahni prisoner was strapped down to the table, naked, his clothes cut away and discarded, with the Viking brothers holding his head and arms to keep him still as he tried to thrash against the restraints.  Carl Braun was working at the skin inside his thigh with a small, curved knife; from the blood on the plastic tarps stretched across the floor, this was where he’d done the same to the other two prisoners.


  He’d looked up, eyes wide at the door bursting open and I punched him square in the chin, popping his head back and sending him crashing into the side of the auto-doc and tumbling to the floor.  I didn’t even feel the impact through my armored gloves.  The Viking brothers let go of the screaming Tahni and took a step towards me, but I swept my handgun out of its holster and pointed it between them, stopping them both in their tracks.


  For the first time since I’d met them, they looked afraid.  They had a right to be.


  “Munroe!”  Sophia was in the doorway, an imploring look on her face as she saw how close I was to killing everyone in the room.


  I glanced at her quickly, not wanting to take my eyes off the brothers for long; they were young and stupid enough to try something.  The Tahni had stopped screaming; now he was panting raggedly, sagging against his restraints, eyes squeezed shut.


  “You knew he was doing this,” I said.  I’d meant it as an accusation, but it came out of my mouth as a plea, a wish that I was wrong.


  “They slaughtered children,” she said, eyes gone so cold I didn’t think they’d ever be warm again.  “They treat us like animals.  Why should we treat them any different?”


  “You wouldn’t do this,” I gestured at the Tahni with the barrel of my gun, “to an animal.  You don’t do this to anything.”


  I hit the thumb selector, then aimed the pistol at the forehead of the Tahni prisoner and fired a single shot.  Sophia and the two brothers jerked in surprise.  The blood and brain matter were nearly indistinguishable from the rest of the stains on the table and the tarp.


  On the floor, Braun was beginning to stir, moaning softly as he felt at his face with his hands.  I thought I might have broken his jaw.  I hoped I had.


  “I’m leaving here,” I told Sophia.  “I won’t be part of this.”  I jerked my head towards the dead prisoner.  “Come with me, Sophie.  Before you’re like him.”  She knew who I meant, and her eyes went to where Braun lolled on the floor.


  “I can’t,” she said.  “This is my home.”


  I nodded curtly, having accepted what she’d say before I heard it.  I moved past her and grabbed my helmet off the chair in the control room, settling it on and then heading for the hatch.  I thought about grabbing some food, but decided I had enough rations in my backpack to get me where I was going.


  It was risky heading out in the daylight; it would be easier for the drones to spot me.  I found I didn’t care.  I shut the hatch behind me and headed into the forest, away from the base, away from Sophia.  She hadn’t, I realized with a dull ache in my gut, asked me not to go.


  Sophia hadn’t asked me not to go.
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    Chapter Thirteen
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  IT WAS THE 23rd Century.  Humans had been travelling from one star system to another for 150 years, in space for twice that long.  We could step outside our universe, we could replace organs and limbs with cloned flesh on a biomechanical framework, and we could implant interface jacks in our heads and hook our brains up to computers.  We could grow meat in a vat and turn algae scum and soy paste into something at least passable to eat with the help of an automated kitchen.


  Yet here I was, squatting in the dirt, bare-chested and eating the meat from an elk calf I’d hunted and killed and cooked over an open fire on a wooden spit.  What a kick in the head.


  Yeah, okay, I’d killed it with a rocket-propelled homing projectile aimed with a holographic reticle in a computerized helmet, and I’d cut the wood with a utility knife honed to a sharpness of a few molecules across and started the fire with a miniature blowtorch, and I was under the unfinished buildfoam dome of a half-built vacation resort on a planet stocked with genetically engineered wildlife, but still...


  The elk calf was delicious.  It was my second kill in my two weeks out here at the resort construction site.  I wasn’t sure if the Tahni were bothering to monitor the place, but I knew the resistance had looted everything worth taking from it, so they wouldn’t be back.  That took care of one of the two groups I was hoping to avoid.


  I couldn’t stay here indefinitely though, I knew that.  I’d eventually run out of ammo to hunt, or run out of vitamin supplements, and I’d have to get supplies by stealing from the Tahni.  By myself, that would be dangerous, but I didn’t see what else I could do, besides crawling back to Braun.  That wasn’t going to happen.  I wished I’d thought to bring some civvie clothes with me from the Resistance base, though; when I was inside and relaxing, the best I could do was to strip my skinsuit down to the waist and try to cool off.  And despite the fact that the material of the suit never absorbed my odor, if I spent too long in it, I stank like hell.


  Plus, it was lonely out here, especially at night.  I was getting paranoid and starting to jump at shadows with no one to watch my back.  At least I hadn’t started talking to myself yet.


  Ah well, maybe the damn Tahni will stumble across me and put me out of my misery.


  That thought hadn’t had time to travel from one side of my brain to the other before I heard the footsteps outside.  My body reacted before my mind had the chance to dither about it, and I grabbed my rifle and scrambled into a dark corner, as far from the fire as I could get.  There wasn’t time to get my helmet on, so I’d just have to hope the fire screwed up their night vision imaging.


  “I thought I told you not to kill the calves.”


  I slowly stood and let the rifle drop to my side, holding it by the carry handle.  I recognized the voice immediately, and I knew it was Sophia before she stepped through the gap in the unfinished wall and into the firelight.  She was dressed in a Ghillie suit I’d made for her by hand out of strips of material salvaged from torn blankets, and carrying one of the older Gauss rifles the DSI had smuggled in before the failed operation to retake the colony.  Her hair was tied back into a ponytail and her face was smudged black with soot for camouflage.  She looked beautiful and deadly.


  “Are you alone?”  I asked her, deciding to forego small-talk.


  “Well, if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t tell you, would I?”  She pointed out puckishly, squatting down by the fire, just outside the ring of rocks that bounded it.  She plucked a bit of rib meat off the spitted calf, chewing and swallowing it eagerly.


  I moved back to the fire and sat down beside her, facing towards the opening, because she was right about the possibility of her not telling me if she wasn’t alone.


  “Did you change your mind about leaving?”  I wondered.  This close, I could smell her and I felt an aching in my chest.  She put a hand against my shoulder and locked eyes with me, and I thought for just a moment she had come to stay.


  “You have to come back, Munroe,” she said instead.  I looked away from her, the breath I’d been holding for just a beat going out of me.


  “There’s not a chance in hell I’m going to go commit fucking war crimes for Carl Braun,” I spat, letting loose a deep wellspring of bitterness that I hadn’t been able to share with anyone else these last two weeks.  “If I see that crazy fuck again, I’ll likely as not shoot him in the face.”


  “Carl’s been in a bad place since the Tahni destroyed the settlements,” she admitted.  “But we all were.  They killed children, Munroe.  Babies.”


  “It’s not about what they did,” I told her.  “It’s about what we are.  About what I am.  I’ll do a lot of shit, Sophie—-I’ve done a lot of shit these last few months, and I’m not proud of all of it.  But I’m not going to skin some poor rear-echelon motherfucker alive to prove a point.”


  “Things have changed,” she said, finally dropping the other shoe.  “Carl isn’t in charge anymore.”


  “What?”  I blurted, taken aback.  I couldn’t think who might have taken over from him.  “Who is, then?”


  She tightened her grip on my shoulder and jerked her head towards the door.  “That’s why you have to come back.  They want to talk to you.”


  “They?”  I repeated.  “They who?”


  #
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  “SERGEANT MUNROE,” THE little man said with an insincere smile, raising his hands in greeting rather than offering to shake mine.  “It’s so nice to find you alive!”


  He was round-faced and jovial and soft, with an unruly mop of black hair, and he looked like nothing else as much as he did a school teacher, even with the dark grey utility fatigues and soft body armor he wore, and the pistol at his hip.


  “It’s Lance Corporal,” I corrected him.  “And who might you be?”


  “I’m Robert Chang,” he introduced himself with the flourish of a stage actor, “and this is my colleague, Amanda Kibaki.”


  The woman was much less talkative and much less pleasant than Chang.  She had brown hair cut to a centimeter or two from the skin, and a harsh, hard-edged face with eyes the shade of well-aged wood.  She hadn’t said a word since Sophia and I had walked into the Revenant Research Base, just eyed me doubtfully, hand never straying too far from her holstered handgun.


  Of course, no one else had been that damned talkative either.  The ones who didn’t seem outright hostile acted embarrassed, like they couldn’t meet my eyes.  They were the ones who knew Braun had gone too far.  Sharon and Justin had hugged me, but no one else had said more than two words.  Of Braun, himself, I’d seen no sign, and I wondered if that was deliberate.


  “We’re with the Department of Security and Intelligence,” Chang went on, “as I’m sure the delightful Ms. Rocca,” he nodded towards Sophia, “has informed you already.  And you have indeed been promoted to Staff Sergeant, albeit,” he laughed softly, “posthumously.  That will have to be adjusted, of course, but the back pay should be very lucrative.”


  “How the hell did you two get here?”  I wondered, shaking my head at the little man’s nonstop banter.


  “Oh, it was touchy, believe you me,” he laughed quietly, moving over to a table set up in the main control room and waving for us to join him.  “It involved a Transition directly in line with the system’s primary, then days and days in a Hohmann Transfer Orbit in a disposable hibernation pod covered with sensor dampening material, then a rather hair-raising ejection in a drop pod and a damn long walk.”  He looked around at everyone gathered in the room.  “Did you know there are saber-tooth tigers here?  Freaking saber-tooth tigers, I shit you not.”


  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  This was the best the fucking DSI could do?


  “I meant,” I clarified, “why did they drop you here?  Is Fleet planning an operation?  Are they going to try again to take back Demeter?”


  “No,” he said, his tone still cheery.  “Not for the time being.  Demeter was a fiasco and people lost their jobs because of it; the political fallout is still floating down to Earth and President Jameson isn’t ready to risk another attack yet.  But we’ve been monitoring things via spy drones and the powers-that-be have decided that things couldn’t get much worse here, so they sent us in to test that hypothesis.”


  Agent Kibaki finally spoke up, her voice deeper and much more authoritative than Chang’s.  “We’re in charge of planning from now on,” she said with a finality that would brook no argument.


  “Yes,” Chang agreed, and steepled his fingers in front of his face.  “And let’s start with this tactic we’ve been hearing about of kidnaping and torturing Tahni soldiers, then leaving them on display to the others as an example.”


  I nodded, feeling a bit of relief.  If nothing else, maybe these spooks could rein in Braun’s madness.


  “It’s brilliant,” Chang enthused and that relief flushed away down the toilet.  “Classic psychological warfare.  God, it’s straight out of the textbooks.”  He sighed with regret.  “Unfortunately, those textbooks were written about humans.  We have no idea how Tahni will react to that provocation; it might be they’ve never run into it before; their society has been unified for a long time, millennia.  And we certainly didn’t have the opportunity to try it in the last war; hell, we barely saw each other in that one.”


  “So, what are you saying?”  Sophia asked, looking as confused and perplexed as I was.


  “I’m saying,” Chang motioned broadly as he spoke, “you can’t just skin a Tahni and plant him on a cross!  You need to capture prisoners and ask them how that made them feel.  Get intelligence, not just revenge.”


  “Are you condoning what I was taught are war crimes?”  I asked him flatly.


  “Grow up, Munroe,” Kibaki snapped, impatience in her voice.  “Do you think the Tahni signed any agreement with us about what constitutes a war crime?  They’ve killed hundreds of thousands of innocent human civilians, and if they ever thought they had the capacity, they’d wipe all of us out, down to the last man, woman and child.”


  “If that’s your position,” I growled, rising half out of my chair, “then you should have left me where I was, because I won’t be a part of it.”


  Kibaki’s eyes narrowed, her hand subtly creeping towards her sidearm, and I had a sense that she was getting ready to do something violent.


  “You’ll fucking regret it,” I said very softly, so quietly I was sure it didn’t carry beyond the table.  Sophia looked at me wide-eyed.


  “Please, let’s not argue,” Chang insisted, his voice plaintive.  “We’re all allies here, and you, my esteemed Sergeant, are still a member of the Commonwealth armed forces despite the inconvenience of you being dead and all.”


  “Yes, I am,” I said firmly.  “And you aren’t.  The DSI is a government agency, not a military one.  You aren’t in my chain of command, and since you didn’t even know I was alive, I doubt you obtained any special orders regarding putting me under your control.  If you want my help killing Tahni, I’ll kill the shit out of them for you, but I don’t commit atrocities for you or anyone else.”


  “And who gets to decide what constitutes an atrocity?”  Kibaki asked me, a hint of something in her eyes...maybe respect?  I didn’t know her well enough to tell.


  “Given that I’m the highest-ranking member of the Commonwealth military on the planet,” I said, “and the only one who’ll face court-martial if I make the wrong call, I do.”  I looked between the two of them, considering whether I thought I could get both of them in time before they killed me, and whether I could count on Sophia to back me up.  “I’ll make it simple:  we don’t torture or mutilate prisoners.  We put the safety of civilians as one of our top priorities and we do everything we can to avoid collateral damage.”  I shrugged.  “I know we can’t do anything to stop Tahni reprisals, but we need to try to get civilians out of harm’s way when possible.”


  Chang’s head bobbed and his eyes flitted around as he debated the idea in his head, then he made a sour face and turned to Kibaki with a question in his eyes.


  “Fine,” she said simply, the look on her face unreadable.


  “It will limit our options,” Chang complained, “but I suppose it’ll make for fewer subcommittee hearings in the Senate after the war.  All right, Sergeant, we have an agreement.”


  I relaxed slightly, letting my hand drift away from the butt of my pistol.


  “What’s our first move, then?”  I wondered.


  “We just finished looking over the latest intelligence reports from Amity,” Chang said, a hint of dismissiveness in his voice showing us what he thought of their quality.  “One thing sticks out at me:  food.  The Tahni don’t seem to have much trouble getting adequate food, and although they don’t provide more than the minimum calories to survive to the residents they control, they could if they wanted to.”  He glanced between Sophia and me.  “Why haven’t you done something about that?”


  “We always got our food by raiding their shipments,” Sophia said, a little defensively I thought, “or by stealing straight from the warehouses out at the farms.  We thought about sabotaging the farms, but then we wouldn’t be able to feed ourselves or any refugees we took in.  Plus, there’s the game.  We’ve taken some, but the Tahni don’t seem to bother with it.  If we cut off the farms, they could just start hunting and that would keep them fed for quite a while.”


  Chang exchanged a look with Kibaki.  “You might think so,” he told us, “but the truth is, the Tahni don’t eat meat, and they haven’t for over a thousand years.”


  “Seriously?”  I asked, taken aback.  “That seems...not like them, somehow.”


  “There’s a plant that grows on their homeworld that’s a very good source of protein and other nutrients we’ve gotten from meat, historically.  It was so widely abundant, and relatively cheap, that they no longer keep domesticated animals.”  He shrugged.  “They have the technology to clone animal flesh the way we do, but they don’t bother.  They haven’t had a hunting tradition for the last several millennia.”  He grinned at me.  “They give us spooks a bit more in-depth briefings than the grunts.”


  “Even so,” Sophia objected.  “If they’re starving, wouldn’t they kill animals anyway?”


  “Oh, I hope it comes to that,” Chang’s grin grew broader.  “Because to do that, they’ll have to come into the forest.  We can have all sorts of nasty surprises waiting for them here.”


  “You want us to destroy the agro factories,” I said, bringing it back to the part that was still bothering me.


  “Loot them first,” Chang amended.  “Everything we can get, and we’ll have to have a place to store it, someplace the Tahni won’t know about.”


  “There’s a pretty big cave out in the hill country that might work,” Sophia mused, rubbing a finger across her lip the way she did when she was thinking.  “But how are we going to get the food there without them seeing it?”


  “By making sure they’re looking the other way.”  Chang pointed a finger at me.  “Our Sergeant Munroe here is very concerned about civilians.  While half of us are taking the food, and destroying the farm factories, the other half will be breaking as many colonists as possible out of the city.”


  “That could work,” I conceded, slowly nodding.  “Still...without the agro factories, the ones still under captivity will be left to starve.”


  “We’ll smuggle out as many as we can,” Chang said, raising a hand palm up, “but this is war, boy, and a guerilla war at that.  War is an ugly thing.”


  “...but not the ugliest of things,” I murmured half to myself, remembering a quote Gramps had once told me.


  “John Stuart Mill,” Kibaki said, raising an eyebrow.  Then she surprised me by completing the quote.  “...the decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feelings which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse. A man who has nothing for which he is willing to fight, nothing which is more important than his own personal safety, is a miserable creature and has no chance of being free unless made and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself.”  She shot a look at Chang.  “We have ourselves a classically educated grunt, Robert.”


  “Well, it’s only fitting, Amanda,” he cracked back to her, his tone mocking.  “After all, he is the highest-ranking military man on the whole damned planet!”


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: image]
          

        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    


    Chapter Fourteen
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  THE TAHNI, I’D DECIDED after careful thought, weren’t very good at security.  It was probably because, like Agent Chang had said, they’d had a unified government for a thousand years.  They had still fought internal wars, at least until they met us, but those were structured parts of their culture, battles for succession and for the ascendance of religious doctrine that had killed thousands but never once by stealth.  They didn’t spy on each other and they didn’t have internal dissent.  If you disagreed with someone’s right to rule or their version of the holy writ, your forces met their forces in open combat at a prearranged time and place to minimize the collateral damage.  They had changed to some extent because of their first war with us, but during that whole conflict, they’d never been able to occupy one of our worlds.  This war was very different.


  Chang had told me all this in his typical condescending, lecturing manner that made me want to punch his face in, but it was useful information.  A culture like that, without internal dissent, wouldn’t know how to deal with a resistance movement; they were learning on the fly and we were their teachers.  This Colonel K'tann-len-Renn-Tan was smart and more adaptable than most of their people; he could adapt to our tactics once he had experienced them, but he still couldn’t predict them because he still didn’t know us.


  I wondered how he’d react to this.


  “We’re in position, Munroe,” Sophia’s voice announced in my helmet speakers.  We were risking radio communications for the first time since I’d arrived here, simply because coordination was more important than the possibility of being detected in this operation.  “Ready when you are.”


  I looked around the dimly lit cargo box of the truck, seeing the former technicians and netdivers and horticultural engineers sitting on the bed, dressed in jury-rigged bits of Tahni armor, carrying stolen pulse lasers and KE guns.  Their faces badly hid their fear and apprehension and I wondered how ready they were, even after over a year of this.  I’d trained most of them as best I could over the months I’d been here, and Chang and Kibaki had drilled them on this mission over and over during the last two weeks, but they weren’t soldiers and they sure as hell weren’t Marines.  They were what we had, though, and that would have to be enough.


  Even more crucial to the success of this mission than them, more crucial than me, was the device sitting in the center of the truck bed, its dish antenna pointed skyward.  The antenna, the power source and the controls had been jury-rigged from local parts, but the guts of the jammer had been brought down in the drop pod by Chang and Kibaki.  It was nearly as important as the chemical HyperExplosives that was the rest of their small cargo to making sure this worked.


  I couldn’t see the outside from in here, but I’d linked my helmet to a remote camera mounted in the cab and I checked it with my HUD.  It was late afternoon, and getting cooler as summer came to an end on this side of Demeter.  The leaves on the trees which lined the dirt road were turning fiery red and gold, reminding me of a trip Gramps and I had taken to Maine in October; it looked beautiful.  About a kilometer ahead was something less beautiful:  the grey, weathered buildfoam dome of the algae farm, rising up above the trees and above the corrugated aluminum cube of the automated processing plant that turned the algae into raw powder for use in the auto-kitchens.  I couldn’t see it from the view in my HUD, but I knew the warehouse was on the other side of the dome, forming a triangle with the farm and the processing plant.


  A few kilometers farther down the road was the soy farm, another huge dome with engineered soybean plants that grew fast and efficiently indoors in a chemical bath.  Sophia was there already with her platoon, and we would be in place soon.


  “We’ll be set up in five,” I told her.  “Stand by.”  I switched frequencies.  “Chang, what’s the sit-rep?”


  That was the tricky part, the reason we were using the radios.  Coordinating Sophia’s and my units on attacking two targets a few kilometers apart wouldn’t have been that hard; keying the timing on both attacks with Chang and Kibaki’s strike in the Amity housing camps was a pain in the ass.  It reminded me too much of the plan that had stranded me on the damned planet in the first place.


  Chang didn’t respond for perhaps thirty seconds and I was about to try again when I finally heard his voice.


  “Apologies, we just passed through a checkpoint,” he said, sounding remarkably casual about it.  “We’ll be ready to touch things off in five.”


  “Roger.”  Damn it.  I should have been there.  I didn’t trust the two of them to avoid civilian casualties.


  But Chang had been right; infiltrating the housing camps needed more stealth and subtlety than I was trained for, plus I wouldn’t have been able to take my armor along, or any weapons heavier than my pistol.  I thought I could have pulled it off anyway, but then no one would have been using the armor, at least not to its full capabilities, and that would have been a waste.


  “We’re at the guard shack, boss.”  That was Victor, who was up front with his brother, Kurt.  I’d thought it would be awkward working with them again after the situation with Braun, but surprisingly, they were among the most embarrassed about what had happened.  They were young, and I guess a Recon Marine was a bigger role model for them than a reactor technician.


  I saw the security checkpoint coming up, a powered barricade across the road about a hundred meters from the gate through the perimeter fence, with an armored shelter on each side, and Shock-Troopers manning it.  I signaled to the three fighters closest to the rear doors to be ready; if our clearance didn’t hold up, or they tried to search the truck, we’d have to start the party early.


  This was the reason I’d been thinking critical thoughts about Tahni security, though; we all looked alike to them, and they didn’t even think of the possibility of infiltration into their computer systems.  Okay, there was a reason for that:  we’d never been able to do it before.  Among the other toys the Spooks had brought with them for this mission were a few, conveniently small penetration modules designed to crack Tahni data nets.  So, this shipment—-and the one to the soy farm, and the trucks our people were driving to the gates of Amity even now—-were all scheduled in the system and pre-approved.  As long as no one looked too close, or took a personal interest in tracing where those orders had come from, we were golden.


  Kurt stopped at the gate and, through the camera in the cab, I could see the Shock-Trooper lumbering up to the window, holding out a scanner.  Victor handed Kurt the pass on a black lanyard he’d been carrying around his neck, and Kurt tapped the small, plastic disc to the scanner.  I braced myself, an anti-armor grenade pre-loaded into my launcher.


  There was a flat hum and the Shock-Trooper checked the screen of the scanner, then waved us through.  I let myself breathe again, though I didn’t lower my rifle.  Kurt handed the pass back to his brother, then slowly edged the truck forward through the rising gate.  The big guys were pretty cool customers; I was glad to have them with me.  And I was glad Carl Braun was on the mission with Chang and Kibaki; I didn’t need the distraction of worrying about him.  He was still technically in charge of the Resistance, and the DSI spooks hadn’t told him otherwise; they were “advisors.”  But he hadn’t argued with the plan and that was good enough.  Sharon, Justin and their son, Aaron, had also gone along on the mission to Amity, since they still had contacts there.  That left me and Sophia with mostly younger people in our group which probably just worked out just as well.


  Kurt pulled the truck through the gate in the mesh fence and down the dirt track between the looming, fifty-meter-dome and the processing plant, towards the storage tanks.  There weren’t any Shock-Troops inside the fence, probably because they figured the Resistance liked eating as much as they did and wouldn’t possibly do what we were about to do.  The only Tahni inside the facility were a few lightly-armed technicians who were monitoring the human workers.  Through the camera in the cab, I saw a line of the workers filing out of the dome’s personnel entrances, walking across to a small out-building while the Tahni half-watched them and half ignored them.


  I waited until I could see that we were around the corner from the guard-post before I gestured to the team at the back and they moved like we’d rehearsed a dozen times, kicking open the door and jumping out, one of them losing his footing and sliding in the loose gravel before he followed the others into the space between the dome and the pump station that fed it water from an underground aquifer.  They were out of sight before any of the human workers so much as turned to look at the truck, and the Tahni couldn’t have cared less about the regularly scheduled shipment.  I knew the type by now, had seen them over and over in rear-echelon positions here on Demeter:  they were older, lazier, interested in staying safe and well-fed.


  Kurt kept driving, heading for a parking lot back by the storage tanks.  Three other trucks were there already, big tankers that could pull up under the loading chutes of the huge storage drums and fill their bellies with raw algae powder to take into the city.  It would be tricky getting them up the dirt roads to the caves, but the scouts we’d sent said it could be done.


  “Trucks,” I said, nodding to the next three, two painfully young-looking teenage girls who nevertheless could handle one of the big rigs better than I could, plus a chubby-faced older man who’d driven one of the trucks for a living.  They scrambled out, splitting up to prep the tankers.  Then, “Loader,” and a woman a few years older than me followed them and headed up the stairs to the catwalk on top of the storage tanks.


  “Cover team in place.”  The voice was soft and barely audible even over the helmet speakers; I knew the team was only about thirty or forty meters from the security checkpoint, just this side of the fence.


  I bent over the jammer and touched the control to activate it; for the next half-hour, until their software could correct for it, the Tahni communications systems would be scrambled, but ours wouldn’t.  It couldn’t last; the Tahni weren’t that primitive when it came to computer technology, although they lagged behind us.  But it might be enough to let us get out of here without an assault shuttle crashing the party.


  “Let’s go,” I waved for the last five to follow me as I jumped through the door.


  Victor and Kurt piled out of the cab and two of the other fighters handed them their KE guns, armor and tactical harnesses.  I went down on a knee, keeping watch while they geared up.  This was the part I hated, the time when everything could go to hell in one second if the wrong thing happened.  The brothers shot me thumbs-up, looking even more like Viking warriors in their improvised armor, the fat-barreled KE guns their 23rd Century version of axes.


  “Assault team one in place,” I reported to Sophia and Chang.  “Go on your mark, team three.”


  “Thirty seconds.”  Chang’s voice was flat and businesslike, very different from his usual shtick.  Well, I guess he had to be good at what he did or they wouldn’t have sent him here.


  Unless he’s disposable and they don’t actually give a shit about Demeter.  The dark thought passed through my mind and I pushed it down.  Maybe it was true, but I couldn’t let that wear on me right now.  I had to believe he’d take care of the civilians; I had to believe he understood that, even beyond the fact that protecting civilians was our duty, we needed more people for the fight.  We were pretty much using every viable fighter for this attack, and if we had sizable losses, we were screwed.


  I heard the deep-throated hum from the hydrogen-fueled tankers powering up, and saw the first one in line begin to lurch forward as the driver tried to line up its loading port with the chute coming out of the tanks.


  “Hey!”  I heard a human voice calling, saw an older woman approaching, well dressed for a captive worker and plump enough that I knew she wasn’t missing any meals.  “What are you doing with that truck?”


  I knew who she was; it wasn’t that hard to get intelligence on these places when they sent out shipments every day.  Her name was Veronica Martin, and she was as close as the Tahni let any human come to being a collaborator.  She kept the food moving, made sure no one was stealing, reported anyone she thought was working with the Resistance; and, in return, they kept her fed and comfortable.


  Damn it.  I’d been hoping we wouldn’t run into her.  There wouldn’t be any bluffing her, not geared up like we were.


  “Ma’am,” I said, amplifying my voice to make it more authoritative as I stood from my crouch.  “I’m with the Commonwealth Fleet Marine Corps and you need to come with me.”


  I saw her eyes go wide as she finally noticed us, and our weapons and armor, and she stumbled backwards a step, which was a natural reaction.  Then I saw her hand reach for the communications link she had affixed to her shoulder in the Tahni manner.


  “Victor,” I said, and it felt as if I were hearing someone else say the words.  “Take her out.”


  The high-pitched hum-snap of the KE gun wasn’t as loud as my Gauss rifle would have been, and its ammo could be replaced via the Tahni.  I concentrated on that and not the sound her body made when it hit the ground.


  “We are go!”  Chang said, like he’d been waiting for Martin to finish falling before he spoke.


  “Team one, go!”  I yelled into my helmet mic, then took off at a loping run across the parking lot towards the processing plant.


  We hadn’t made it more than a few steps before I heard an alarm.  This was a human alarm, I noted, left over from before the occupation and probably used then for more prosaic emergencies like water leaks or fires.  Its jangling whoops were jolting after months of listening for the deep howls of its Tahni equivalent.  The meaning was clear, though:  we’d been spotted.


  “Keep going!”  I yelled, kicking into a sprint.


  I heard the unmistakable report of Gauss rifles from out near the fence and had about a half-second to realize that the cover team had engaged the Shock-Troops before a flare of ionized atmosphere flashed less than a meter in front of me and I threw myself down without thinking.  My helmet targeting system identified the source and put a red triangle in a spot on my HUD in line with one of the service entrances to the algae farm dome.  An unarmored Tahni was standing there, a laser carbine raised to his shoulder and another blast of light and plasma passed just over the head of Kurt as he fell heavily to the ground in an awkward dive.


  I didn’t remember touching the trigger, but the recoil pad kicked against my shoulder and the Tahni disappeared in a spray of blood that spattered across both sides of the doorway.  A human screamed—-in fear, I hoped, not pain—-but I was already up and moving again, not waiting to see if anyone followed me.  Speed is life, speed is victory, my Recon instructors had drilled into me.


  The processing plant had four entrances:  two personnel entrances in the front and back, and two cargo entrances, one on either side and both kept open in good weather.  I didn’t bother with the smaller doors; they were bottlenecks.  I headed straight for the closest cargo door, a wide-open gap five meters across and just as high.  I slung my rifle and pulled out my handgun, knowing there would be humans inside.


  It was shadowed in there, dark compared to the late afternoon glare outside, but my helmet optics evened the light out and I could see the rounded mass of the chemical baths, their outlet pipes running into the furnaces, and then to the driers before finally terminating in chutes that ran the twenty meters out to the storage tanks.  In between all of it was a maze of maintenance walkways and metal frame stairs leading up to catwalks surrounding the drying chamber and furnace, and in that maze I could see movement.


  Humans were mixed with Tahni, both races confused and unsure what was happening, neither making things easy for us...  I paused just inside the doorway.


  “All Commonwealth citizens!”  I blared out through my PA speakers, risking becoming a target.  “This is Sergeant Munroe of the Fleet Marine Corps!  This facility is about to be destroyed!  Evacuate immediately!”


  I was moving before the last word was out, catching a glimpse of a Tahni with a pistol in his hand, aiming at me.  I shot him between one step and the next, aiming carefully because I didn’t have either the time or the luxury of trying to guide the round in.  His head snapped back and he fell heavily against the side of the chemical vat, leaving a red stain as he slid down the surface of it.  The shot seemed to work better than my announcement; most of the humans started running, at least a half-dozen of them, rushing for the opposite cargo entrance.


  Most, but not all.  One man lunged for the Tahni’s fallen gun in a wild spray of unruly, shoulder-length blond hair; and two more, both women, tried to tackle another Tahni soldier up on one of the catwalks, grabbing for his gun as he tried to pull it from its harness.  I couldn’t get a clear shot at him and I was too far away to be there in time to help, so I moved on and put a round into the back of an enemy soldier who was trying to make it to one of the personnel exits.  He fell to his knees and then a burst of tantalum needles from a KE gun blew him in half at the waist.


  I turned and saw the rest of the team coming in behind me, spreading out to clear the building.  I looked back to where the women had been wrestling with their captor up by the furnace and as I did, he pushed one of them away, sending her sprawling on her back, freeing up his hand to finish drawing his weapon.  I shot him through the eye, taking the time to guide the round, and he fell like a cut tree, dragging the other woman down with him as she tried to struggle free.


  “Clear on this side!”  Victor called from the far end of the building.  Outside, I could still hear the firefight at the fence-line.  An explosion rattled the walls from a hundred meters away.


  “Cover the exits!”  I yelled.  “Cortenza, get over here!”


  Cortenza Diamante was a short, stout woman in her mid-thirties who’d helped her mother run a restaurant in downtown Amity before the Tahni came.  Now, she twisted her Tahni laser out of the way and stripped off her backpack, handing it to me.


  Inside was about a third of the load of chemical HyperExplosives that Chang and Kibaki had brought down with them in their drop pod and hauled on their backs on foot for thirty kilometers through the wilderness to get to us.  Time to find out if it was worth it.


  “Munroe!”  It was Ortiz, the man I’d put in charge of the cover team.  He was a good man, steady under fire, but I could hear the stress in his voice.  “We’ve lost two people, we have to pull back!”


  “Negative,” I snapped.  “Hold position, I’m sending help.”  I switched to my speakers and waved at Kurt, who was guarding one of the entrances.  “You and Victor take Annalise and help Ortiz! The Shock-Troopers are about to break through and we need time to set these charges!”


  The brothers didn’t question me, just sprinted outside followed by the slight, pale, dark haired girl who had joined my team just a couple weeks before.  I knew her name and not much else except that she was a good shot with a Tahni KE gun and never slowed us down.


  I wanted badly to go out myself and deal with the Shock-Troopers, but these charges had to get planted and even though I’d taught everyone the basics of how to do it, I knew I should be the one to place them.  Sgt. Gomez would have done the same thing, and he was about as high-ranking an example as I was ready to emulate right now, since Captain Kapoor or Lt. Yassa wouldn’t have even fired a shot and wouldn’t have been leading from point.


  I grabbed the first block and jogged over to the chemical bath, trying to remember the schematic Chang had shown me.  The chemicals weren’t explosive, but if you took out the injection unit and blew them into a cloud that filled the building, then blew the furnace, you could get a very nice fuel air explosion and take the whole place out.  I peeled off the adhesive backing from one side of the block and stuck it at the juncture of the main input pipe, then used the keypad on my forearm to link with the detonator and set it for five minutes.


  “Go shut the cargo doors,” I told Diamante.  We’d need a good seal for this to work.  She nodded and headed for the far door, and I moved on to the furnace.  I glanced over and saw the three civilians still here, one of the women bleeding from a cut on her cheek and the man cradling the Tahni sidearm like it was a baby.  “Get out of here!”  I snapped at them.  “Get to the trucks back at the storage tanks!”


  I didn’t wait to see if they followed my orders; I’d done my part and they’d have to take care of themselves for the moment.  The damn charge would go off in five minutes.  Five minutes was forever, but I still felt the time ticking away in my head, just one more added pressure.  I tried to shut out the sounds from outside, the hollow whine of the KE guns, the occasional explosion that sent dust spalling from the walls and the metallic scraping as Diamante closed the cargo doors.  I fought against the urge to radio Ortiz and ask for a situation report and concentrated instead on the exact spot I’d been instructed to plant the charge on the furnace.


  There was a blower fan just under the heating element and I had to place the charge at a spot where it would turn that heating element into red-hot fragments just a half second after the chemicals vaporized.  I’d pre-programmed the timing differential into my suit’s ‘link and I went ahead and armed the detonator even before I affixed the thin lump of HpE to the intake vent of the blower.


  Four minutes and thirty-five seconds.  We had to be pretty damn far away from here by then.


  Diamante was at the other cargo door now, the one we’d come in, her palm pressed against the button, her lip twisted impatiently as the segmented aluminum shutter clattered downward.


  “Tanker crews,” I radioed the truck-drivers, “you have four minutes to be heading out that fence.  Finish up and be moving in three.”


  “Roger that,” the leader of the group responded in an easy drawl.  “Tankers are almost full.  We’ll be moving out in two, if you can keep the gate clear.”  He paused a second.  “Things ain’t looking too good out there.”


  “Diamante!” I yelled to her and she looked over at me.  “Get everyone out to the truck and get the hell out of here!  I’m heading out to the fence!”


  I ran to the nearest personnel exit and kicked it open, hesitating a heartbeat before ducking through it.  Outside, everything looked like one of the worst-case scenarios from a Marine ViR combat simulator, with threats on three sides and friendlies bunched up everywhere and gunfire coming from every direction.  I couldn’t sit still to get a better look at everything or I’d make myself a stationary target, so I processed everything on the move as best I could.  Most of it was subconscious, things I did on instinct from repeated and ingrained training and didn’t realize till a fraction of a second later, when my thoughts caught up with my actions.


  The closest concentration of enemy was a group of the remaining Tahni uniformed soldiers who’d clustered up in the cargo doorway of the dome, ducking behind the cover of a small tractor and firing bursts of laser-fire and tantalum needles at the human workers huddled behind one of the outbuildings.  Two of the humans were down already, torn apart by laser-fire in the middle of the road, and I could see that at least one of the others was wounded.


  I had one option to help them and I took it without conscious thought:  I aimed my grenade launcher at the tractor and fired off the anti-armor round I already had loaded.  The warhead blasted through the tractor’s electric motor and exploded out the other side with a spray of plasma and a chorus of eerie Tahni screams, but I was already past, sprinting for the fence-line.


  My hands worked automatically, pulling another anti-armor grenade from my vest and loading it without looking, by feel, just as I’d done so many hundreds of times at Boot Camp and Recon training.  Ahead of me, I could see the disaster unfolding:  the Shock-Troops had a crew-served KE gun mounted at the end of their bunker and it was chewing up the earthen berm my team had been using for cover, forcing them lower and lower.  Two were already dead, ripped to pieces by the heavy, tantalum darts; and the others didn’t dare raise up to return fire.  This had freed up most of the Shock-Troops to flank them, and they would have done it already if it hadn’t been for Victor, Kurt and Annalise.


  The three of them had taken cover behind one of the water pipes that ran into the algae farm, and from there they were pouring KE gun fire at the Shock-Troops, pinning them down behind a rise just the other side of the fence.  But they didn’t have a shot at the bunker from their position, and this standoff wasn’t going to last much longer; already I could see one of the Tahni armored soldiers moving back from the rise and heading to the road, trying to circle around.


  I had maybe two seconds before one of them spotted me, and I didn’t waste it.  I dropped to a knee to steady my aim, then targeted the crew served weapon and fired the grenade launcher.  The heavy KE gun had a splinter shield, but it was turned along with the gun to target the team and there was a gap of maybe ten centimeters on my side.  The targeting link between my helmet computer and the grenade wasn’t fazed by the challenge; it slipped through with room to spare and hit the Shock-Trooper crewing the gun in the neck.


  There was a flare of plasma and the Tahni’s helmeted head separated from his body with a puff of steam from vaporized blood, and the gun fell silent.  They didn’t believe in automated weapons for the same reasons they didn’t believe in genetic engineering or anti-agathics:  their god had made them perfect and nothing else in the whole universe could have the power of life and death other than them, and by extension, their god.


  Maybe the guy with no head could discuss the matter with him personally.


  With the let-up in fire, Ortiz yelled for his team to storm back over the rise and they bolted for the gate, coming around the flank of the Shock-Troops and dropping to the prone to open fire on them.  They moved well, just like they’d been drilled...by me.  I was so caught up in that fact, I almost forgot to help them.  By the time I got moving, running through the gate to back them up, it was almost over.  The Shock-Troops were caught in a cross-fire and, while their heavy armor could stop a few tantalum needles, it couldn’t protect them from dozens every second.


  Three of the heavily-armored Tahni fell before I got there, chewed apart by the barrage, and two of the remainder ran, trying to get back to the bunker, while the last two actually used their fallen comrades for cover and tried to return fire.  I targeted the ones running.  It took two rounds to get the closest one:  the first sliced through his backpack with a snap of shorting circuits and a haze of black smoke as it took out his power pack and nearly immobilized his exoskeleton, while the second cracked his helmet like an egg.  He died on his feet, frozen like he’d met the eyes of the gorgon.


  The other Tahni almost made it; they could run fast in that powered shit.  I shot him in the left knee and he tumbled forward ass over tea-kettle, as Gramps liked to say.  Dust rose in clouds around him as he rolled, and I thought maybe I wouldn’t have to bother with another round; besides basically having his lower leg amputated, he should have broken his fucking neck.  But I saw him start to push himself up so I finished him off with a shot to the head and he went down for good.


  I turned back to Ortiz and his group and saw that they’d polished off the last of the Shock-Troops and were getting to their feet.  Victor, Kurt and Annalise were jogging out from the cover of the dome, and I heard Kurt give a whoop of victory, shaking his KE gun over his head.


  We had three minutes.  I started running towards them, waving a hand over my head.


  “Get the truck!”  I yelled it into the radio, ignoring the feedback in my headphones.  “The factory’s going to blow!  Get the civilian workers on it and get out!”


  I saw Kurt’s eyes widen as he realized what I was saying, then he was turning and running back down the road past the algae farm, heading for the parking lot.  It was only about a hundred and twenty meters away, but it’s surprising how far that seems when a few kilograms of HpE is about to explode in your lap.  Victor followed him and I didn’t try to stop him; it would have been a waste of breath.


  The two of them disappeared around the corner and I saw the others looking ready to run after them, but before they had the chance, the tankers started filing up the dirt road, engines whining, their huge tires rasping on the hard-pack dirt and sand as they struggled up the slight hill with their huge loads.


  “Get on!”  I yelled to the others, gesturing at the step boards and grab-handles on either side of the cab.


  Annalise was closest to me and she jumped up on the running board lithely, like a dancer, followed by one of Ortiz’ group.  The others followed suit as the tankers rolled past, not slowing down, but Ortiz hesitated, looking back at his dead.


  “Shouldn’t we bring them?”  His words were full of agony and I knew the pain he was feeling, but the answer remained the same.


  “There isn’t time,” I told him, feeling like a total shit.  “Get on the last tanker and get going, that’s an order.”


  He looked like he wanted to argue with me, but he hopped onto the cab of the truck just before it drove past, cursing softly.


  That left me alone, and I was about to run back to the parking lot and see what was taking the others so long when I saw the cargo truck rumbling up around the corner, Diamante in the cab between Victor and Kurt.  The back doors were creaking as they swung open and I grabbed at the hands sticking out of them, let them pull me inside.


  As I fell to a knee inside the shadowed cargo box, I saw that I’d been helped in by the civilian workers.  This close, I could see the ragged remains of the clothes they’d been wearing when they were stuck in this place months ago and the tangled hair and bushy beards and the dirt and grease rubbed into their skin and never adequately cleaned.  None seemed painfully thin, though, probably because it was so easy to sneak food at a place like this.


  The one who had hold of my left hand kept it in his for a moment, smiling through strands of grey beard.  He looked as if he hadn’t smiled for a long time.


  “Thank you,” he said.  “Thank you for coming for us.”


  “Yes, sir,” I replied simply, gently disengaging my hand.


  There were ten seconds left on the timer.  I looked back around; we were about a kilometer down the road from the plant, heading for the forest.  That was when it blew.  There was a subdued “crump” as the chemical vat ruptured, then a heartbeat later, the fist of God Himself flattened the air above the processing building into a hammer of fire and everything was flame and pressure and sound.


  The blast wave hit us from twelve hundred meters away and nearly overturned the truck, sending it fishtailing across the road before Victor got control of it, and a searing rush of air slammed the rear doors shut.  The civilians with me covered their eyes and ears, yelling or screaming as the sound hit like a snare drum inside their heads, and I was again grateful for my helmet and the protection it provided.


  Finally, the debris began to land with light patters on the roof and the occasional louder and more alarming “clunk,” but the worst was over and the civilians began to settle down.  The man who’d thanked me looked horrified now, his face ashen.


  “You blew it up,” he said, his voice raspy with disbelief.  “You blew the whole damn thing up!”  He looked at me.  “What will we eat now?”


  “The food we stole today,” I told him, trying to sound more confident than I felt.  “The question is, what will the Tahni be eating?”


  He didn’t seem totally convinced, but at least he wasn’t about to go catatonic anymore.  I felt the gravel road turn into dirt track under the suspension, bouncing us rhythmically in tune with the terrain.


  “You’re taking a big risk,” he said, shaking his head.  “They’re going to get pretty desperate.”


  “Yes, they are,” I agreed.  “And desperate people make mistakes.”
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  I STARED INTO THE DARKNESS and thought, not for the first time, that I should be crying.  If I still had a conscience, if I still had a soul, I’d be crying.


  “Are you awake?”  It wasn’t the slurred, groggy voice of someone stirred from a sound sleep.  Sophia had been up as well, lying in the pitch-black next to me, the two of us together but each of us isolated in our thoughts.


  “Yeah.”


  “You still thinking about the intelligence report?”  It was a dumb question, but I forgave her the inanity; it was a roundabout way to tell me she couldn’t stop thinking about it, either.


  “The people left in Amity are starving to death,” I said with a brutally neutral tone.  “And it’s my doing.”


  We’d both seen the videos the drones had taken.  It had been a risk sending them, and a bigger risk retrieving the data-spikes; we couldn’t use any kind of a signal, not anymore.  They’d gotten smarter, or at least more experienced, and they could trace down everything we tried to use for communications.  Instead, we programmed the drones to crash and runners grabbed their spikes and took off, hiding for days to make sure they weren’t tracked.


  The videos had shown skeletons, dressed in rags that fell off their emaciated bodies, penned out in the open on display in the center of the town square.  They were trying to show us the consequences of our actions, trying to force us to give up the food we’d stolen.  And, of course, using those civilians as shields to prevent any attacks in the city.  Chang and Kibaki had shown me the videos in private, and they hadn’t wanted to share them with anyone else, but I knew that wasn’t going to work.  Word would get out, and it would be worse if we tried to hide it.


  “There’s nothing we can do for them, Munroe,” she said, rubbing my shoulder comfortingly.  “We’ve gotten out all the people we could; the rest would just get killed if we tried, and get us killed with them.”


  I stared unseeing at where I knew her hand was on my arm, and wondered why she was here.  I wondered why I was with her.  I certainly hadn’t intended on it.  When I’d come back at the insistence of the DSI agents, I’d had no intention of picking things up where they’d left off with Sophia.  I’d been full of righteous indignation and bitter hurt feelings, and I’d fully intended to keep our relationship professional.


  Then we’d returned to base from destroying the algae plant and the soy farm and she was the first person I’d sought out.  She seemed like the one thing I could hang onto out here, and I didn’t know if that made what we had special or just pitiful.


  “We couldn’t feed any more people anyway,” I murmured.


  It was even true.  We’d smuggled out over two thousand people from Amity and the other, smaller internment camps close enough for us to reach, and resettled them wherever we could.  We’d built lean-to’s in the foothills, poured buildfoam shelters in caves, even settled families into an old, abandoned, underground bombardment shelter left over from the First War with the Tahni.  It had never been used; Demeter hadn’t been attacked.  But it was still water-tight and housed over three hundred people.


  Chang and Kibaki had discovered it in records they’d brought with them.  Brought with them where I wasn’t quite sure, as I never saw either one of them consult a personal datalink.  I was fairly sure they were using some kind of lens implant to stream data remotely, but I never saw the ‘link it was connected to.  The two of them had been on-planet for three months now, and I didn’t know a single personal thing about either of them, despite the fact that Chang never shut up for more than two minutes at a time.


  “We did the right thing,” Sophia insisted, maybe to me, maybe to herself.  “The Tahni are hurting badly, too.”


  She was right about that.  That was the other thing the drones had revealed, the good news of the good news/bad news joke.  Tahni stores were down to maybe a few weeks’ worth of food, and Chang was fairly confident they wouldn’t be able to ship more in.  How he knew that, I wasn’t sure.


  “Once they get hungry enough, and we’re not,” she went on, “they’ll have to come out and hunt for us again.  And then we’ll kill them, again.”


  That was what had happened immediately afterward:  the Tahni had sent out air patrols, foot patrols, vehicle patrols, High Guard patrols, all trying to hunt down the food.  We’d killed them by the dozens.  Oh, we’d lost people as well, but we could afford it more.  That had stopped after a couple weeks and they’d drawn in on themselves, a turtle pulling into its shell.


  “All those civilians will be dead by then,” I said.  It wasn’t a condemnation, it wasn’t an argument.  It was just a statement of fact.


  Her hands moved to my face and she cradled it gently, kissing my forehead.


  “We can’t save everyone, Munroe.”


  I pulled her to me, feeling the warmth of her bare skin against mine, my mouth finding hers.  There was one sure way to forget about everything else, and maybe that was why we were still together...


  A knock on the door interrupted us, and my hand went automatically to the portable light stuck to the storage room wall with adhesive.


  “Yeah?”  I barked, annoyed.  This had better not be some bullshit thing they could have bothered Braun about.


  “It’s Chang.”  His high-pitched, annoying voice was muffled by the door.


  I jumped up, noticing that Sophia had already pulled a shirt on and was slipping into her jeans.  I dressed in seconds and unlocked the door, yanking it open.  The DSI agent was grinning like the Cheshire cat in the darkened corridor, his dark hair longer now and pulled into a short ponytail at his neck, blending in with his dark fatigues.  He was almost spastic, fidgeting excitedly, and I wondered what the hell was going on.


  “Gear up,” he told me.  “We’re having some friends over.”


  #
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  WINTER HAD TAKEN HOLD of the Revenant Forest and a cold rain pattered against the leaves with a staccato rhythm, hiding the sound of our passage.  The night sky was shrouded in utter blackness, the low-hanging clouds blocking out the stars.  When the storm cleared in the morning and the temperature crashed below freezing, everything would be glazed over with a thin film of ice.  I was shivering already, despite the insulation of my skinsuit and armor; the wet chill penetrated them like needles through my skin even if the water couldn’t.


  The wet and the cold didn’t seem to bother Chang or Kibaki.  The taciturn woman marched stolidly without flinching as the rain matted down her hair, while Chang practically danced down the trail, as eager as a puppy.  Neither of them had revealed who were going to meet, but it was only the three of us...for “operational security,” according to Kibaki.


  I was getting along fine in the darkness with the thermal and infrared filters in my helmet, but so were the two of them and damned if I knew how, since neither wore any sort of night vision gear.  I would have asked, but they wouldn’t have told me.


  The forest was still and motionless, predators and prey alike huddled and waiting for the rain to end, which I guess made them smarter than us.  We’d been heading away from the city, out near where the old resorts had been before the Tahni assault shuttles had torched them to keep us from scavenging materials in a classic case of closing the barn door after the horse has bolted.  The ground out there was uneven and rocky but we were moving quickly, counting on the rain to provide the stealth that our pace was missing.  I had to suck down nutrient fluid from my helmet reservoir on the march because the DSI agents weren’t taking any breaks; and I was a Recon Marine so I wasn’t going to ask for one.


  I wasn’t sure where our destination was until we reached it in the early hours of the morning, after a hike that had taken us since before midnight.  When we stopped next to the charred remains of a burned-out storage building for one of the tourist resorts, I first thought that finally Chang and Kibaki had gotten tired and we were going to take a rest.  I staggered over to the rusted hulk of a junction box and slumped down on it, sucking in breaths and propping my rifle against my leg.  I was engineered at the genetic level to be as perfect a specimen as a human could be and still look fairly normal on the outside, and I’d been in perfect shape when I’d landed here, but months with no weight room and no running had taken their toll.


  I saw Chang looking at me with an amused expression, seemingly unaffected by the hike, and I shot him a bird.


  “Relax, Recon,” he told me in a sarcastic tone, which might have been the only one he had.  “We’re here.”


  I looked around at the charred and broken walls and the collapsed roof of what had once been a quaint, old-style structure built to fit in with the rest of the resort’s classic architecture, scanning it on thermal as well as infrared.  Nothing bigger than a rat could have been concealed inside the wreckage, and the only foliage around was a lone pine tree not big enough around for even a skinny runt like Chang to hide behind.


  “So, when are these friends of yours going to get here?”  I asked, looking between him and Kibaki.


  “Where’d you dig up the Marine, Chang?”


  I was moving before I thought, throwing myself into the prone and bringing my rifle around towards where the voice had come from, out past the wreckage.  The realization that the voice had spoken English with a western North America accent kept my finger off the trigger pad.


  “Whoa there, fella’,” another voice said from the same direction.  “We’re the good guys.”


  I didn’t see them until they took off their hoods; they wore chameleon camouflage and blended into the darkness better than any Recon Marine I’d ever seen.  They both had handguns strapped low on their thighs and carried some kind of outrageously big and heavy-looking rifle that I couldn’t identify.  One of the men was tall and blond with a face weathered by exposure to the sun and wind, while the other was shorter and stockier, his hair a shade darker.  And I realized, suddenly, that I’d met them before.


  “Holy shit,” I murmured, levering myself to my feet with the butt of my rifle.


  “You left him here,” Chang accused cheerfully.  “He was with the Recon grunts you brought with you last time you landed here.”


  They were the Fleet Intelligence operators I’d met on that moon outpost before we’d headed to Demeter.  Not the ones I’d shared a ship with—-that had been the really tall guy and the short, skinny one.  These two had been there, though.  They’d transported Second Squad, and been there with us during the ambush.  What were the names they’d given us...?


  “You’re Cowboy,” I said to the taller one.  Then I pointed a finger at the other guy.  “And you’re... Kel?”


  “Fuck me!”  Kel exclaimed, his light-colored eyes widening.  And I didn’t know how he or the other one were seeing in this gloom, either, but by now I’d just come to accept it.  “We thought all the survivors from the ambush died when the Tahni blew up Daniella and Valeria’s ship!”


  I winced at that, but this Kel seemed oblivious to the fact that he’d just confirmed all my friends were dead.


  “I was wounded in the initial ambush,” I told him, trying to keep the resentment out of my voice.  After all, he’d just said his teammates had died that day, too.  “I probably would have died if one of the people here hadn’t got me to an auto-doc.”


  “Sergeant Munroe here,” Kibaki spoke up, surprising me, “is one of the reasons they sent us in.  He was causing trouble for the Tahni weeks before we arrived.”


  “It’s nice to see you still alive, Sergeant,” Cowboy drawled, walking over to me and offering a hand.  I shook it, and it finally sank through my thick skull what their presence here meant.  These two weren’t DSI, sent in for the long haul to work with the indigs.  They were operators, sent for a specific mission.


  “The Fleet!”  I blurted, grateful my helmet hid my dumbfounded expression.  “The Fleet’s coming back to Demeter!”


  “Not just yet,” Cowboy said, shaking his head.  “But we’ll be setting the stage.”


  “Things have changed a bit since we were here last time,” Kel explained, shifting his oversized rifle easily, as if it weighed nothing.  “That cluster-fuck that left you here, that wasn’t our idea; that came down from on high and we got stuck holding the tab.  The brass has a bit more patience now, so they’re giving us time.”


  “Time for what?”  I wanted to know.


  “Time for us,” Cowboy answered and he smiled in a way that wasn’t at all good-humored.  “Time to let us do what we do.”
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    Chapter Sixteen
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  “WHAT’S IN THE CRATES?”


  I was leaning against the tunnel wall, my helmet hanging loosely in my hand, exhausted and trying to stay awake.  I’d spent last night escorting Cowboy and Kel back to our base, then most of the day in an extended intelligence briefing with them, the DSI agents and Sophia—-it had been a fight to get her included, but I’d insisted on it.  This was her home and her war.  Then tonight, I’d had to lead a working party to retrieve some supplies the two Fleet Intelligence operators had stashed in their drop pod, about twenty kilometers away.  It was going to be morning in an hour or so and I hadn’t slept for three days.


  I’d been “supervising” the unloading of the half dozen crates from the electric cart when I heard the question from the ramp behind me, where the tunnel ran up into the Research Center.  I knew the voice, though I hadn’t heard it in months.  It felt like a huge effort to turn my head and force my eyes open, but I did.


  Carl Braun looked like shit.  He’d let his beard go wild, and his hair looked like he hadn’t owned a comb since the Tahni invaded.  His eyes were sunken and rimmed with red, and he badly needed a bath.  Taking a whiff of him, I was tempted to haul him outside and throw him in the river.


  “Some heavy weapons the spooks brought down with them,” I told him, trying not to slur my words.  He looked as if he was waiting for more details, but he wasn’t going to get them from me.


  I saw one of the men carrying the crates glance at him quickly and look away, as if he was embarrassed.  Carl’s status had fallen hard since the DSI had arrived, and he wasn’t taking it well.


  “I guess things are going to change now,” he said, trying a new tack.  I regarded him carefully, wondering if this was an attempt at burying the hatchet or just a gambit to weasel his way back into being relevant.


  “Things are always changing,” I returned noncommittally.  “It’s the one thing you can count on.”  I let my head rest against the wall, feeling the cold leaching into me.  “Honestly, Carl, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you how much my life changed in just the last three years.”


  I laughed softly, feeling a bit drunk with fatigue.  “I had a life most people would have killed to get...”  I trailed off, the smile leaving my face.  “And I killed to get out of it.”


  “My life was boring and stable,” he reminisced, his eyes searching beyond the walls of the tunnel, back in time.  “I worked the same hours every day, and met Janie for lunch in the square and...”  He trailed off, looking as if he might weep if he had the energy.


  “I’m sorry about your fiancée, Carl,” I said.  I’d always been sorry, but I couldn’t remember if I’d ever told him.


  “Have you ever loved anyone, Munroe?”  He looked me up and down, assessing.  “You joined the Marines young.  I know you and Sophia are...”  He shrugged.  “But so are a lot of people because what else are you going to do hiding in tunnels or walking through the woods all day?  But have you ever loved someone enough that you wanted to spend every minute you could with them, no matter how long that might be?”


  It was a good fucking question, and not one I would have asked myself.  Too much other shit had gone on—-was going on—-in my life for me to think about something so personal and, I don’t know...silly, almost.  There was a war and innocent people, innocent children were starving to death because of things I’d done.  Was now really the time to explore my feelings?


  But he’d asked, and the question kept rolling around in my head, ricocheting from one side to the other.  Had I loved Anna?  Hell, no.  That was just a relationship of convenience; it only existed because our parents had put us together.  We’d had a lot of fun, but even if I’d given in to Mom’s attempts to control my life, Anna and I would never have wound up together long-term.


  Sophia and I, we had shared some pretty bad times over the last year.  She’d saved my life, and we’d been there for each other, until the one time we hadn’t.  What did that make us?


  “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted to him.


  “It’s better if you don’t,” he said darkly, his voice bleak.  “All it does is give you something to lose.”


  He turned and walked back up the ramp.  I stared after him, wondering if I’d ever actually met the real Carl Braun, or if he’d died a year ago, alongside his Janie.


  “Hey,” Sophia said, coming up behind me as the last of the crates passed by, carried by two men.  She put a hand on my cheek, wiping off a smudge of dirt I’d got there from the tunnel wall.  “You look like hell, Munroe.”  She was smiling when she said it.  “Come on, Marine.”  She tugged at my arm.  “Let’s get you to bed.”


  I followed her willingly, both because she was taking me where I wanted to go, and because I didn’t think it was all bad, having something to lose.


  #
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  IT HAD BEEN MONTHS since we’d been this close to Amity and I still thought it was crazy and suicidal, but Kel and Cowboy were going and they’d asked me to come along.  The DSI agents were in charge of the diversion on the other side of the city that would get us out in one piece, and I’d be damned if I’d let Chang show me up.


  It had snowed all this morning and the coat of white almost managed to disguise the gulag that the city had become.  The high wire-mesh fence that started at the Tahni base and surrounded the central part of the city sparkled with ice and the security floodlights from the surveillance towers they’d put up around the perimeter sliced beams of yellow through the low-hanging fog.


  The moon was out this evening and the few centimeters of snow fairly glowed in its light, making me feel horribly exposed as we crawled through it on hands and knees.  Whatever the suits were that Kel and Cowboy were wearing had fully functional chameleon camouflage circuits and blended in seamlessly with the snow as we high-crawled down the draw, but the coating on my armor had been badly damaged during the ambush a year ago, so I was wearing homemade snow camo in the form of a white poncho, white ski pants and white boot and helmet covers.


  What the hell good that was going to do against the magnetic fields and motion sensors on the fence I wasn’t sure, but Cowboy had assured me they could take care of that.  Fucking spooks, always playing their need-to-know games.  I didn’t even know their real names or ranks, and I’d got to the point where I didn’t even want to ask them.  I had my own secrets to keep, and I’d rather guys like this not bother looking into them.


  I just kept my interval between Kel and Cowboy, wondering how the big man managed to crawl so smoothly and stealthily carrying that big-assed rifle.  It took us over an hour to make it down from the tree-line to our destination, and even at that slow of a pace I felt like my arms were about to fall off.  I was beginning to think the only reason they brought me along was to fuck with me by seeing how far and fast they could go without a break before I asked them to stop.  Which was damned humiliating; I was used to being the strongest and fastest in any squad or platoon I was in, all the way from Boot.


  When we finally reached the slight dip in the terrain about thirty meters from the fence, just to the left of a small personnel-access gate, I rolled onto my back and sucked in a few deep breaths, keeping an eye on Cowboy.  They were as likely as not to kick this off before I was ready.  It was weird looking at him and Kel with their hoods on, like staring at a shadow.  He seemed to sense that and pulled his hood up to his hairline before flashing me a thumbs-up.


  “You okay, Munroe?”  I heard his voice in my headphones and blinked in disbelief because his fucking mouth hadn’t moved.  I knew there were spook types with mastoid implants that could pick up and transmit subvocalizations...maybe he and Kel had them?  I guess it made sense.  They were pretty cutting-edge with everything else.


  “Ready when you guys are,” I told him, lying through my teeth.


  “Just like we rehearsed,” Kel said, and I thought it was half to himself, not because he distrusted any of us to remember it.  “Give us thirty seconds to disable security, then it should be safe to come through the gate.  Take up a watch position just inside the entrance and don’t let anyone run up on our backs, but don’t give us away if you can help it.”


  “I got it,” I assured him.


  Cowboy pulled down his hood, then reached into a pouch on his tactical harness and took out a smooth, round, plastic device about the size of a baseball.


  “Stay down until we move,” he told me.  Then he lunged over the rise and threw the little ball in an easy whipping motion that I didn’t think had the power to get it all the way to the fence, but I resisted the urge to lean up and check.


  I knew what it did, from the briefing:  it attached itself to the sensor inputs with a swarm of short-lived nanites and overloaded them for just a few seconds, not enough for anyone to notice, but supposedly long enough for the two of them to get to the other side of the fence and inside the building.


  He and Kel waited a long five seconds, then they were gone, moving faster than I could follow.  Then I did surge upward, digging my boots in and climbing over the top of the rise in time to see Kel and Cowboy already almost to the fence, running faster than any human I’d ever seen and barely visible in their camouflaged combat suits.  They were heading straight at the fence, not towards the gate, and I was beginning to wonder what the hell they were doing, when they jumped over the three-meter-tall barrier without breaking stride, landing with a spray of snow on the other side.  The base was made up of several connected octagons, each one with an entrance hallway on either side, and they made straight for the nearest, pausing to do something I couldn’t see to the security lock there before it opened up and they were inside.


  Shit, I forgot to count, I realized with a start.  Thirty seconds they’d said.  I estimated maybe ten had passed already, maximum, so I began the countdown from there.


  I’d reached somewhere around fifteen when I heard Cowboy’s voice.


  “Security’s down.  Get inside.”


  I yanked myself to my feet and started running, at a dead sprint but feeling like I was in slow motion compared to how fast those two had moved.  It seemed to take forever to get to the gate, but when I did, it swung open at my touch and no alarm sounded.  There were no live guards inside the wire at night; they counted way too much on their security systems giving them enough warning, just another symptom of their lack of preparation to wage a counterinsurgency.


  From the gate to the entrance was another thirty meters and another rush, and I slammed into the door there with my shoulder, knocking it open and bursting inside, sweeping my Gauss rifle ahead of me.  There were two dead Tahni technicians on the floor inside the door, lying at the base of a bank of security monitors, their throats ripped out and their blood splashed across the room.  I stared at them for just a heartbeat, then moved past to the next hallway, knowing I should have stayed there to stand watch, but needing to see.


  The corridor led to a storage room, then to what seemed like a kitchen, and there were three Tahni workers in it, twisted in fear and frozen in death in warm pools of red.  I stepped through the blood, gritting my teeth at the tacky stickiness under my feet, and moved to the cafeteria.  I knew from Chang’s briefings that it doubled as a place of worship, where food was combined with religious ceremonies of some kind and eating areas were pits and pillows and oil flames at intervals that seemed random to us but must mean something to them.


  One of their religious ceremonies had been going on; we’d planned it that way.  The cafeteria had been packed with between thirty and forty Tahni soldiers, and the few of them left alive were dying as I watched.  Smoke hung in the air, static electricity crackled and whole swaths of the room were blackened and burning from whatever it was that Cowboy and Kel were carrying as weapons.  Parts of bodies that had exploded littered the room, and the ones that hadn’t died from the blasts of...plasma, maybe?...were trying to run out the exits.


  As I watched, black and grey blurs overtook them, moving between them and their escape route, and leaving writhing bodies bleeding out from throats ripped away or stomachs sliced open.  Here and there, for just a moment, a blur would solidify into a human-shaped figure with what looked like blades of some kind sticking out of their wrists, and then they’d be in motion again.  None of the Tahni were armed except for side-arms, and none of them got off a shot.  Neither did I; Cowboy and Kel were moving so fast, I was afraid I’d hit them by mistake.  I’d been watching for ten seconds and there was one Tahni left alive, backing away from the two of them as they slowed to a stop and stepped towards him slowly, deliberately.


  I didn’t need to see what happened to him.  I backed up quickly, almost slipping in the blood on the kitchen floor, then ran back through to the security office and stopped there, leaning over the monitors, shoulders shaking as I took deep, shuddering breaths.


  What.  The.  Fuck.


  That was when I noticed the movement on the screen.  It was a Tahni High Guard battlesuit, huge and ugly and mottled grey, shuffling awkwardly like it was moving in slow motion, though I knew it could be incredibly fast and deadly.  It was walking outside the perimeter of the fence, on patrol; burning irreplaceable isotope fuel rods in its backpack reactor because the Tahni commander was just bound and determined that we stupid, weak humans wouldn’t make him look bad again.  And the damn thing was right outside the door.


  “We got a problem, guys,” I transmitted.


  “We can see that.”  The voice was through the air, not through my headphones.


  I didn’t jump out of my skin, but it took some effort.  Both of them were behind me, hoods pulled off, staring at the monitor screen.


  “How long till Chang’s supposed to blow the road gate?”  I asked them.


  “About ten seconds ago, according to the plan,” Kel said in a dolorous tone.  “I hope the silly fucker didn’t get himself killed.”


  “Relax,” Cowboy said, shrugging.  “If he did, we can take the thing down, if we have to.”


  Kel eyed him doubtfully.  “Maybe we can,” he admitted.  “But doing that’s going to have a hell of a thermal signature right out there in front of satellite coverage, and then we’ll have a fucking assault shuttle on our asses while we try to get back to the forest.  Wanna’ lay odds on that plan working, Cowboy?”


  “You’re always such a bitch, Kel,” the taller man muttered, the corner of his mouth turning up slightly.  “No wonder your Okie ass can’t keep a boyfriend.”


  “Yeah, fuck you, too, you Texas hick,” Kel shot back, chuckling.


  I stared at them, thankful they couldn’t see my face.  I started to ask myself if they were nuts; but after what I’d seen, the better question was, were they even human?


  Then we heard it, a faint rumble off in the distance.  If we’d been outside, we probably could have seen the smoke cloud rising into the air on the opposite end of the city, where Chang and Kibaki and Sophia and a few others had set off a brick of HpE planted against the gate in the security fence.  If things went according to plan, they’d set one of the cargo trucks we’d stolen rolling through it, waiting to draw attention.  When it did, and they started shooting at it...  Another explosion, this one bigger, as the explosives in the truck went off, hopefully in the middle of a bunch of the enemy.  Tahni security alarms began to howl all across the city, except in here where Kel and Cowboy had disabled them.


  “He’s going,” I said, jabbing a finger at the flat-screen 2-D monitor.


  The High Guard trooper was jetting out on a stream of superheated air run through his backpack reactor by a small turbine.  It wasn’t as much flying as jet-assisted jumping, but it could get them anywhere in the city in seconds.


  “So are we,” Cowboy declared, pulling his hood back on.  “Kel, take point,” he said, right before he dragged it down over his mouth.  Then his voice still sounded, somehow, from my helmet speakers.  “Munroe, we’re going to be moving fast and there won’t be time to rest.  I know you can’t keep up with us at top speed, but I figure you could go full-out a bit more than a Normal.”


  “What the hell’s a Normal?”  I asked.


  “People who don’t have their genes engineered to be faster and stronger and more durable than everyone else.” His reply was harsh and truthful and just when I thought it was impossible to be more afraid, I was.  There was a pause and then a chuckle.  “Or, people who didn’t get turned into super-troopers with a bunch of Space Fleet R&D biotech.  Or have their joints replaced with bionics by the DSI.”


  That, at least, made sense of things.  No wonder Chang and Kibaki could move so fast and so far without rest.  But how the hell had he known about me?  That couldn’t have been just a guess.


  Before I could ask, Kel waved for me to follow, then headed out the front door.


  “What the hell are you guys anyway?”  I wondered idly, just before I sprinted after him, working hard to keep my balance in the snow.


  “That’s classified,” Cowboy said from behind me, his voice not out of breath, partially, I’d come to realize, because it wasn’t his actual voice at all.


  “We’re the guys you never heard of,” Kel said from in front, visible only as a spray of snow that rose in his wake.  His normally dour voice was playful, like this was what made him feel alive.  “We’re the guys no one ever hears of.”


  Cowboy finished the thought for him.  “We’re the Glory Boys.”
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    Chapter Seventeen
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  “THIS IS A FUCKING TRAP,” I muttered again, staring at the walls like they were about to close in on me.


  The building was one of the few left standing outside the city, and that was mostly because there was nothing worth stealing from it.  It had been the beginnings of an auditorium; some developer had the idea of doing live opera and stage plays as part of the resort vacation experience on the “primitive” colony of Demeter.  He’d lost his funding shortly after pouring the dome and it still stood as a monument to his folly.  And now, maybe, to ours.


  The cavernous dome was empty and featureless, the floor still bare concrete, and the only lights were the utility lamps we’d brought with us.  A few moths had snuck in when we’d opened the jury-rigged plastic sheeting we’d been using for a door and they fluttered around the lamps, casting monstrous shadows on the wall.


  “If it is,” Sophia whispered back, her shoulder against mine, “then your Fleet Intelligence buddies will sniff it out.  That’s why they’re not in here with us.”


  I’d forgotten anyone else could hear me.  I was too used to wearing my helmet in the field, and having it keep whatever parts of my internal monologue that slipped out private.  But Chang and Kibaki had thought it important that I take it off and “show my humanity,” whatever the hell that meant.


  “I don’t know why the two of us are here at all,” I told her.  I nodded towards the two DSI agents, who were seated close to each other on the overturned plastic spool that had once held fiber-optic wiring for the sound system that was never installed.  They were chatting quietly, a conversation punctuated by Chang’s occasional, high-pitched laugh.  “Couldn’t they handle this themselves?”


  Besides the four of us, there was a squad of my best people, hand-picked for this, guarding the exterior, concealed as best they could in the brush that had grown up around the building in the years since its construction.  It was all Chang and Kibaki had allowed us to bring along and I’d had to fight for even that.


  “Because he needs to face the people he’s been fighting against,” Sophia repeated the explanation Chang had given us before.  “It’s important to them, psychologically.”


  I snorted softly.  I hadn’t bought it from him and I wasn’t buying it from her.


  “He’s coming,” Chang said suddenly, standing and turning towards the door.  Always the cautious one, Kibaki stepped back and put the light between her and the entrance, her pistol drawn and hanging at her side.


  I had my Gauss rifle slung across my chest, an antiarmor grenade loaded and my right hand on the pistol grip, while my helmet was in my left, ready to slip on if needed.  Sophia had an adapted Tahni KE gun and I saw her fingers tighten onto the foregrip we’d affixed to it.


  The plastic sheeting rustled as a hand with too many joints in too few fingers pushed it aside and Colonel K'tann-len-Renn-Tan stepped through.  He looked older than when I’d seen him on video that day he’d executed what was left of the Amity city government.  His face was gaunt and his uniform hung off of a chest that had once been stouter.  The braided queue of hair that wrapped around his throat had strands of silver in it.  I couldn’t read Tahni expressions for shit, but his looked much different now than it had in that broadcast.


  He was unarmed, and I had to assume he’d actually come alone, or Kel and Cowboy would have warned us.  That had to have been a huge risk for him.  He walked over to us stiff-legged and straight-backed, then made a gesture I’d seen Tahni soldiers give to each other, perhaps the equivalent of a salute.


  “I know your language,” he said, the accent unspeakably strange.


  Chang responded with a string of mellifluous Tahni, smiling smugly.  “And I know yours,” he added in English.  “But let’s stick to ours, for the sake of the others.”


  The Tahni commander looked over at me, eyeing me up and down before he spoke again.


  “You are the one who dresses like one of your ‘Marines’ they call them,” he said.  “There are tales of you and what you did before these,” he gestured at the DSI agents, “came to help.  How did you come to be here?”


  “I was part of the force that tried to invade a year ago,” I told him honestly, not seeing any advantage to hiding the truth.  “I was wounded and thought dead, so I was left behind.”  I nodded towards Sophia.  “She saved me and the Resistance took me in.  I fought for them.”


  “You led them well,” he told me.  “Better than I have led our people here, and with less.”


  “Why have you called us here, Colonel?”  Sophia asked him, her face cold with barely restrained fury at the sight of him.  She still harbored a hatred for the Tahni commander that didn’t care about cultural differences; to her, he was a cold-blooded murderer and war criminal who’d killed her friends.


  The body language was probably lost on the Tahni, who undoubtedly couldn’t read human nonverbal signals any better than I could read his.


  “Things are very bad,” K'tann-len-Renn-Tan said simply.  If I understood the Tahni naming mannerisms at all, they would call him Renn-Tan for short, informally.  “Since the dedicants were killed during the consecration ceremony...”  I assumed he was talking about the raid the Intelligence operators...shit, the Glory Boys I might as well call them, had pulled a couple weeks ago.  “...the warriors believe we are cursed.  They say it is the Tahn-Skii’ana, what we call the Spirits of Death who come to punish the apostate, the heretics.”


  Renn-Tan fell silent for a long moment.  “They think we have sinned and we will see only death, not victory.  But we have no way home.  The ships are gone and our communications with the Empire tell us only to hold here until relieved.  There is not enough to eat, and some of the men think we should do as you do, kill the animals and eat them.  Or kill the humans and eat them.”


  A cold, hard lump settled into my guts at the words and I could feel Sophia tensing up next to me.


  “Easy,” I whispered to her.


  “There have been fights,” Renn-Tan continued.  His words were flat, or with an intonation that didn’t suit them, but my mind was automatically translating it into the emotions a human would have expressed when saying them.  “There have been killings.  I have been challenged and had to fight to keep my command.  I think the only reason it hasn’t happened more is that no one else wishes the burden.”  In a human, those words would have been bitter, and I heard them that way.


  “What do you want from us?”  I asked, repeating Sophia’s question.  Chang and Kibaki said nothing, letting us talk, perhaps letting the people Renn-Tan would see as locals be the ones to do the negotiating.


  “I understand how you humans have fought wars in your past,” he explained.  “I have studied your history.  Perhaps this is why I have come to think differently than the others in our military.  When one of your armies is unable to fight anymore, your commander may surrender it to avoid the unnecessary deaths of his people.  We do not have that concept.  Were I to offer you the surrender of my troops, they would not honor it.  Another would take my place and I would be killed.”


  “Then what are you offering?”  I demanded, beginning to lose my patience with him.


  “I will do whatever I can without being killed to help you take this world back.”  The words seem to echo through my head in a reverberation of disbelief.  Chang had told me he thought this was coming, but I just hadn’t bought it.


  Now Chang did speak, in a tone that had more than a hint of “I told you so” aimed at Sophia and me.  “And what do you want in return?”


  Renn-Tan sniffed several times in a row.  I didn’t know for sure the significance of that, but I guessed it was him sighing, or thinking, or debating, maybe.


  “If you lose this war,” he said, “I am dead.  So, I will have to assume you win.  And when you win, if there are any Tahni left alive, and if you allow them the freedom to live with their own government, I wish to be part of it.  I wish you to change my appearance—-I know you have this ability—-and give me a new identity, then put me in a position of some authority and power, and comfort, where I may live out the rest of my days in peace.”


  “I thought,” Kibaki put in, “that altering your body was contrary to the will of your god.”


  “You have a word in your language that we do not,” Renn-Tan said, and even with the cultural and species differences, I could tell his words were bleak.  “The word is ‘atheist.’  I think, studying your history, and seeing what I have seen on this world, that I have become an atheist.”  He made an all-inclusive gesture with his hand.  “If there truly was a Spirit Emperor, He would not have allowed this.”


  Chang and Kibaki shared a look that was as uninterpretable as any Tahni.


  “I can make guarantees in the name of the Commonwealth government,” Chang explained.  “I am sure they would be agreeable to the arrangement.  But the requirements for your part of the bargain would have to come from the military,” he pointed at me.  “And this deal would have to be approved by the civilian government of this planet.”  He shifted his gesture to indicate Sophia.


  Three sets of eyes settled on Sophia and I, only two of them human.


  I swallowed hard.  But this was something I’d gone over with Chang and Kibaki before the meeting, just in case.


  “We’ll need you to help us take out the orbital defense systems,” I told the Tahni.


  “I can’t,” he insisted, hands and shoulders making some gesture I didn’t recognize but I assumed indicated negation.  “They are crewed at all times and security is high.  If I were seen to be tampering with them at all, I would be killed by my rivals immediately.”


  Chang had anticipated that, and so had Kel and Cowboy.


  “Then we’ll need you to disable the security sensors at the fusion reactor,” I said.  “We’ll go in and shut off the power, but we need you to make sure your assault shuttles and battlesuits are tied up elsewhere, and that the alarm systems are down.”


  “I can sabotage the security systems,” Renn-Tan confirmed.  “And I can make sure that all the shuttles are offline, if you tell me a day and a time.  I can’t control the response of the High Guard.  Their Captain is my chief rival and he guards them jealously.”


  “That’ll have to do,” I decided.  “We’ll have to set up a way to relay the day and time to you.  That is,” I looked to Sophie, “if you’re willing to approve this deal.”


  She stared at the Tahni commander with eyes like the targeting sights of a missile, jaw clenching before she managed to speak.


  “I’ll be honest with you, Colonel, I would just as soon kill you now and take our chances with your replacement.”  Her voice was colder than the freezing rain outside.  “But people I trust tell me this is the quickest way to end this thing.  So, on behalf of the civilian leadership of the Demeter Resistance, I am willing to accept this deal.  On one condition.”


  I glanced at her sharply and so did the two DSI agents.  This hadn’t been part of the script.


  “What might that be?”  Chang wondered, something less than pleasant in his tone, though the bland look on his face didn’t change.


  “Any of our people left alive in those cages you put up in the Central Square have to be handed over to us immediately,” she said.  “And I don’t care how big of a problem that is for you, or how much doubt it casts on your leadership.  Find an excuse and do it, or the deal’s off.”


  Chang looked like he wanted to say something, to object to it, but I shook my head.


  “I think,” I interjected, “as the representative of the Commonwealth military here, I’m going to have to go along with this condition from the civilian government.”


  The Tahni stared at the two of us for a moment and didn’t speak.


  “It will be done.”  Another pause.  “I may need to have them taken out of the city on the pretext that they are to be executed at the edge of your forest, so that your drones may see it.  I will give you the time at the exchange where I am given instructions about your attack on the reactor.  Then, you may kill the token force I send with them, and take your people back with you.”


  He spoke so matter-of-factly about having his own troops killed.  It sent a shudder through me, despite the intellectual knowledge that he wouldn’t think about it the way we did and he would be showing it differently even if he did.  It was just too damn...inhuman.  It was easy to look at bilateral symmetry and a similar eye structure and forget that the Tahni were more different from us than we were from chimpanzees.


  “Well,” Chang said, filling in the awkward silence, “now that we have the agreement finalized, let’s iron out the details of how we’re to contact each other...”


  #
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  I STARED DOWN AT THE bodies of the eight Tahni soldiers, feeling nothing for them.  They’d been sacrificial lambs led to the slaughter, and I cared less for them than their commander had.  They’d marched out the main gate, leading the prisoners they’d intended to execute with the casual stride of any soldier sent to perform a tiresome duty and wanting to get it over with.


  They weren’t wearing armor and they’d only been armed with their equivalent of handguns, because the three hundred odd men, women and children they’d been guarding had been far too weak to run or fight.  Some had been too weak to walk, and those had been put on motorized push-carts.


  They were skeletons, scarecrows, tottering and swaying and flapping in the wind in ragged clothes, covered in filth and sores.  They stared at our people with dead eyes, flinching away when anyone tried to touch them.  The children were the worst.  Not too many had survived this long, and the ones who had seemed feral and suspicious.


  I saw Sophia crying as she watched them being led away into the forest, away from the clearing where we’d ambushed the escort.  I slipped an arm around her shoulder.


  “We got some out alive,” I said.  “It’s more than we thought we could do.”


  She snarled as she hauled back and kicked the head of one of the Tahni corpses, sending the body rolling down the slight hill, leaving a trail of blood behind it.


  “We’re letting him get away with it,” she said.  “The commander.  He should be one of these fucking bodies, Munroe.”


  “Yeah, he should,” I agreed.  “But life doesn’t always give you what should be.  You know that.”  We all did, by now.


  “He told the truth about this,” Sophia said, wiping a hand across her eyes and following the group onto the trail through the trees.  “So maybe he’s telling the truth about the other thing, about helping us take down the reactor.”


  “That’s the idea,” I agreed.  I unconsciously scanned the area again as we went deeper into the forest.  Kel and Cowboy were out there, somewhere, keeping a watch to make sure it wasn’t all an elaborate trap, hanging over our shoulders like guardian angels.  “The operation should kick off in a couple weeks.”  We could have done it sooner, but Chang and Kibaki had to contact the Fleet to make sure they moved in on the picket ships in cislunar space before they could give the Tahni orbital support.


  “When it does,” she said, glancing at me, “it will be over, here.  You’ll have to leave, won’t you?”


  I didn’t answer immediately.  I honestly hadn’t thought about it ending; it had seemed like it never would, like I would die here.  And now, suddenly, there was just one more battle to fight.


  “Yeah,” I admitted.  “They’ll ship me back to Inferno, back to my unit.”  What was left of it, anyway.


  “And I’ll never see you again,” she murmured, eyes straight ahead.


  “I’ll be back in the war,” I said.  “Your war will be over.  It could be months, even years before I could come back.”


  The words seemed like a sentence being handed down, and I was as uncomfortable hearing them as I was saying them.


  “Let’s think about it after we live through the next two weeks.”  Her words weren’t harsh, but she picked up her pace a step and left me behind.
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    Chapter Eighteen
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  I STOOD AT THE CENTER of the semicircle of men and women and reflected that even after all this, I hated public speaking.  There were only a hundred of them, and it seemed like less in the yawning cavern of the half-built amphitheater.  We figured it was as good a place as any to stage from, since Renn-Tan’s enemies hadn’t tracked him here, and he’d make sure no one else was looking.  But that sea of faces, only about half of whom I could put a name to, all looked at me like I knew what I was doing, and that scared the shit out of me, still.


  Sophia was off to the side, hands clasped behind her back, supporting but not needing the briefing since she’d helped to formulate the plan.  Her face was impassive, but she’d been unusually quiet these last few days.  I hadn’t pushed it; I figured the odds were, anything I said would just make things worse.


  “The plan’s simple,” I told them, gesturing at the diagram projected onto the sheet of plastic hung up from a frame Sophia and I had jury-rigged out of water pipes.  The tablet projecting it was propped up on the same empty spool Chang and Kibaki had used as a chair the first time we were here.  Daylight creeped in from the open door, but it was still shadowed enough inside the dome to make the projection clear and visible.


  “It’s very time-sensitive, but the execution is simple.  The fusion reactor is here,” I jabbed at a finger at the outline of a domed building highlighted in red on the diagram, “two kilometers outside town, with a coolant system fed by a canal dug from the river.  It feeds the defense laser,” I pointed to another circular outline just off to the left about a kilometer, “through underground power cables.  That laser has to be disabled by No-Later-Than 0830 hours local time tonight or the Fleet ships coming in to seize orbital and cislunar space will be destroyed by it.


  “We can’t reach the cables, because they’re buried too deep, and we can’t get to the laser itself because it’s guarded and secured too well, and under the watch and control of the rivals and enemies of the Tahni Commander.  So, we have to take out the laser’s power source, the fusion reactor.  We can’t just blow the coolant lines either, because that could cause contamination and make the whole city unlivable for years till it gets cleaned up.  We have to get inside and use the manual overrides to flush the reaction chamber.”  I didn’t tell them that Chang and Kibaki were getting in place even now to prepare to blow those coolant lines if our mission failed.  One way or another, the Fleet was going to take this place, even if the biggest city was a radioactive wasteland.


  I looked around at them, meeting a hundred stares, feeling naked and horribly exposed without my helmet as a shield.


  “The irony is not lost on me,” I said, with my best attempt at dry wit, “that this is the same mission that wound up a huge cluster-fuck a year ago, and stranded me here with you good people.”


  A wave of chuckles at that, as I’d intended.  I tried to work some moisture into my mouth so I wouldn’t sound as scared as I felt.


  “This time, we have the benefit of inside help, plus time spent on the ground and the last two weeks of rehearsals and preparation.”  Which might or might not make up for the fact that they had no formal military training and were working with salvaged, jury-rigged gear.  “Our job is to clear the way for Kel and Cowboy.”  I waved casually to where the two of them stood leaning against the far wall, watching silently.  Cowboy nodded almost imperceptibly in return.  “They need to get inside and get to the reactor controls before the Tahni realize what’s happening and call in orbital fire support, which means we have to be the ones to take out the platoon of Shock-Troops guarding the place.


  “You all know what you’re supposed to do,” I said.  “What I’m telling you now is why.  This is the battle that’s going to take back your home.  This is the battle you’ve been waiting for these last two years, the one that’s going to end it all.”  I took in a deep breath and met their gaze, searching out Victor and Kurt and Annalise and Diamante and Ortiz and all the others I’d led on one mission or another.  I found myself staring at Carl Braun.  He’d begged to be let in on this mission, the last, big battle, and Sophia had agreed to take him with her unit.  I hoped we didn’t regret it.


  “By this time tomorrow, if you all do your jobs, your part of this war will be won, and you can start rebuilding what the Tahni have destroyed.  I just wanted to say to you all that, no matter what happens tonight, it’s been an honor to fight beside you.”


  I expected the usual breakdown into a buzz of individual conversations when I finished, but instead, everyone was quiet.  Then Sophia stepped up beside the crowd and stood straight.


  “Company, a-ten-shun!”  she barked, and I blinked as all of them came to some semblance of attention.  “Pre-sent arms!”


  And as one, they saluted.  The form was sloppy; they would all have been dropped for about a million push-ups by my DI’s at boot camp.  But I had to swallow the lump in my throat before I came to attention and returned the salute, holding it for a long moment before I released it.  Sophia was smiling as she lowered her hand and barked out, “Order arms!”


  She had to have practiced this with them and I wondered when they’d had the chance.  I suddenly realized I had no idea what to say next, but Sophia rescued me.


  “Get into your teams,” she told them.  “Go over your duties and your leader’s duties one more time, then check your gear.  We move out in two hours.”


  As they dispersed to their separate staging areas inside the dome, I bent to retrieve the tablet, taking the opportunity to surreptitiously wipe at my eyes.  When I stood, Sophia was beside me, leaning up to kiss me.


  “They’re your people now, Munroe,” she told me, fingers stroking my cheek.  “And so am I.”


  “And afterwards?”  I asked her, surprised at her shift in mood.


  “We’ll worry about afterwards when there’s an afterwards,” she said, shrugging.  “I don’t want to waste now being mad about later.”


  I pulled her into me and held her for a moment, even though I could barely feel her through my armor.


  “I love you,” I said softly into her hair.  I don’t know if I meant to say it, or if it just slipped out, but I discovered that I didn’t really care.  I didn’t regret it.


  “I love you, too, Munroe.”  The response was so quiet I almost didn’t hear it.  “Don’t go getting yourself killed.”


  #
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  IT’S A SIMPLE PLAN, I repeated to myself the same reassurance I’d given the others.  It wasn’t working.


  The gravel road scraped and bumped under the wheels of the cargo truck and I struggled to keep it from fishtailing as I took a curve too fast.  I wasn’t used to driving; I hadn’t manually driven a vehicle since Gramps let me take out one of his antique Humm-Vee’s at his ranch in Arizona.  I hadn’t argued with the Glory Boys or the DSI about the need for me to be the one driving the truck because I hadn’t wanted to seem like I was afraid to lead from the front, but I was questioning the hell out of it now.


  The theory was, whoever was driving had to be qualified to give the word when to kick off the attack and apparently, they trusted me to do that but not any of the local civilians.  So, I was wearing a loose, baggy jacket over my armor and had my helmet and rifle tucked under a canvas covering on the floor and my pistol under my leg and this just wasn’t going to fucking work!


  Renn-Tan had supposedly cleared the delivery in the system, but this place was guarded by Shock-Troops who knew what we’d done at the farms, and I was a human and a well-fed one at that.  There were still collaborators around, of course...which was the reasoning they’d used to get me to do this.  But the guards were going to insist on searching the truck before they opened the gate and when they did, we’d all be fucked because the crew-served KE guns in the guard towers would cut us to pieces.


  Then we rounded the final corner, clearing the hundred-foot oaks that lined the road to that point, and the fifty-meter-high dome of the fusion power plant loomed above us before we could even see the perimeter security fence.  It was two kilometers from the city limits as the crow flies, but a good five or six over the roads because it was across the river.  The only way reinforcements could get here quick was by air, and the shuttles were grounded by a “computer glitch.”


  The sun had set less than an hour ago, and a faint, orange glow still lit up the horizon behind the dome; but as we came closer, I could see the harsh, yellow glare of searchlights reflecting off its white-grey surface.  The Tahni were big believers in searchlights.  There was a guard bunker every couple hundred meters around the perimeter fence, and each one came equipped with a searchlight on a metal framework tower, and a crew-served weapon behind a shield of duralloy.


  The raw fury of the light violated the road as it approached the gate, laying it, and us, bare to the yawning muzzles of the KE cannons.  They were going to end me, I was as sure of that as I ever had been of anything.  I wasn’t so much afraid as I was frustrated; we were so close.  The Fleet missile cutters would be Transitioning soon, might be coming out of T-space right now, heading for orbit.  They’d be fine.  Chang and Kibaki would see to that with their failsafe operation; it was us and the civilians who’d be dead if our attack failed, us immediately and the people still being held in the city in a few hours, after the radiation got to them.


  Shut the fuck up and do your job, Munroe.


  I slowed the truck about a couple dozen meters from the cargo gate in the perimeter fence, obeying the motion of an armored Tahni Shock-Trooper, as he raised one hand and held the muzzle of his heavy KE gun steady with the other.  Past him, inside the wire mesh fence, I could see more Shock-Troops patrolling, while others manned the bunkers, all of them disgustingly alert and bristling with weapons.


  I fished out the pass where it hung around my neck and held it out the window as the gate guard approached.  The barrel of the KE cannon in the nearest bunker swung around to cover the truck as the guard ran a scanner over my pass with his free hand.  This close, I could hear the slight grind in the joints of his exoskeleton, gone too long without replacement parts, and I could see my reflection in the mirrored surface of his helmet’s visor.  I looked scared.


  “The Emperor rules us all,” I greeted the soldier with the pass phrase the human collaborators were taught, in as good an imitation of Tahni as I could come without a voice-box evolved to speak it.


  He said nothing, just tossed the pass back at me through the driver’s side window, his negligent motion showing what he thought about traitors of any species.  He shoved his scanner back into a pouch on his thigh, and I thought for one, shiningly hopeful moment, that he might actually wave me through.  Then he touched a control on his chest and a pre-recorded phrase played from a speaker there in English.


  “Step out of the vehicle and prepare to be searched.”


  I fucking knew this would happen!  Nobody ever listens to the Marine...


  My right hand moved under my leg to grab the butt of my pistol.  It’d be tricky; I’d have to put the round right through his visor.  And then the guard tower would turn me into a paste...


  “I was told the pass was authorized by Colonel K'tann-len-Renn-Tan, himself,” I said meekly, probably butchering the Tahni intonations.


  The trooper didn’t move, didn’t speak, just pushed the button on his chest again and motioned with his gun barrel.


  “Step out of the vehicle and prepare to be searched.”


  I was a heartbeat from pulling out my pistol and putting us both out of my misery when an alarm began to howl from a guard tower in the rear of the plant, back towards the river, and I heard the rippling hum-snap-crack of a KE cannon firing on full auto.


  Shit, that’s got to be Chang and Kibaki, I thought as the guard confronting me spun, taking the muzzle of his weapon off of me for an instant.


  “Cowboy, now!”  I yelled as I stuck my pistol out the window and blasted a round at point-blank range through the Tahni’s faceplate.


  I didn’t wait to watch whether or not he fell, I just jammed my foot into the accelerator and held onto the wheel as the truck raced across the twenty meters to the gate and impacted it with a rending, shrieking scream of tearing metal and a jolt that sent me slamming into my restraints.  The truck hung up for a heart-stopping space of a half-second, but then the powerful hydrogen turbine under the hood whined with effort and we were through, scraping the two halves of the gates on either side, ripping and gouging at the tough plastic of the cargo box.  Even as the tail end of the truck pulled free and it surged into the open flats beyond the fence, I knew the crew-served KE gun in the guard shack was spinning towards us and unless Cowboy had heard me, we were all going to wind up chopped to pieces.


  A streak of light trailed a ball of fire blazing like a star as it shot from the rear of the cargo box and speared into the bunker and exploded with a flare of vaporized metal that washed out the floodlights.  Thunder cracked and reverberated across the field and off the concrete walls of the reactor complex and battered my ears, but I kept my foot on the accelerator.


  The truck bounced on its suspension, lurching across the space between the gate and the cargo dock of the reactor with a desperation that matched my own; we had to get out of the line of fire of the other bunkers, we had to get around the corner of the dome’s base, to the shelter of the cargo dock.  It was all I could think of, and I didn’t give a damn what was in the way.  The tractor was fairly small, meant to haul cargo off the big trucks and up the ramp into the dock, but it was solid, and I tasted blood when we slammed into it.  The front of the truck crumpled and the rear end fishtailed around wildly and the small part of my brain that could do anything but scream was dead certain sure we were going to roll.


  But the truck settled onto its suspension with a restless bounce and we were in the shelter of the dock, out of the line of fire of the other crew served guns.  Of course, that didn’t mean the other Shock-Troopers couldn’t shoot us.  I heard the whine of their KE guns, close, way closer than the earlier shooting had been, and managed to get my brain into gear.  I had to get out of the fucking truck.


  I tried to hit the quick-release for my restraints, but it was jammed and I didn’t have time to fuck around with it.  I reached under the jacket, pulled my combat knife out of its sheath on my thigh and sliced through the webbing of the harness with a flick of the laser-honed blade, then lunged towards the floorboards and grabbed my helmet and rifle and scrambled out the passenger’s side door into the cover of the wrecked loading tractor.


  I ripped the jacket off of me and shoved my helmet on, sealing it to my neck yoke, only then realizing that there wasn’t anyone shooting at me.  About half the force of Tahni Shock-Troopers had answered the alarm from the area where Chang and Kibaki had been operating, and the rest were shooting at the tree-line to the right side of the road, aiming at the source of the withering barrage of Gauss rifle, KE gun and laser carbine fire that was slicing through the fence and gouging divots out of the hardened metal shields of the bunkers.


  The crew served KE cannons were slicing chunks out of the trees and I knew there wasn’t anything in those woods that would stop the heavy tantalum spikes from penetrating.  Sophia was out there.


  “We’re heading in,” Cowboy said, and I turned away from the fence-line and saw he and Kel slipping out of the back of the truck and running silently into the cargo dock, blending into the shadows so quickly that they might have been invisible.  “Keep them off our backs.”


  I wanted to yell at them to stay here and help us, but I knew I was being an idiot; this was the mission.  I went to the open door to the cargo box of the truck and saw the rest of my team, Victor, Kurt, Annalise and Ortiz, still trying to get to their feet; they’d been tossed around pretty hard in the collision.


  “Get out!”  I yelled to them over the din of battle, my external speakers booming inside the plastic enclosure of the cargo box.  “Get to cover now!”


  I grabbed at Kurt’s arm, since he was the closest to me, and yanked him out of the truck.  The big man stumbled as he hit the ground off balance, and he caught himself against the side of the concrete ramp with one hand, the other holding the carry handle of his KE gun.  His brother hopped down after him and I waved them towards the corner of the loading dock.


  “Lay down fire at the bunkers!”  I told them.


  Ortiz and Annalise were climbing out now, but I didn’t wait for them.  There just wasn’t time.  I went to the ground just back from the corner of the building, the square base on which the dome of the reactor facility was set, then high-crawled across the gravel and dirt until I had a view, and a shot.


  The Shock-Troops were all huddled behind the duralloy walls of the weapons emplacements, taking shelter from the incoming fire and letting the crew-served guns do the work.  I touched the control on my rifle to activate the targeting link for my grenade launcher; I had, after all this time and no resupply, two anti-armor grenades left.  Since there wasn’t any bonus for turning them back in at the end of the war, I figured I may as well use them.


  The bunker’s shielding folded around the weapons emplacement in an octagonal wall that spread wide at the back to allow others to take shelter.  There were four Shock-Troops in the cover of this one, along with the two crewing it, and I set the warhead for narrow forward dispersal with flick of my thumb on the grip control.


  One of the Shock-Troopers looked back at me as I fired, and I saw his KE gun begin to move towards me just a fraction of a second before the grenade exploded a half a meter from his head.  The plasma spear that flared out from the blast was all directed forward by the internal baffles, and the stream of tantalum darts ceased as the gunner went down, a fist size hole burned through his spine.  The trooper who’d looked back at me stumbled as the concussion battered him, inadvertently stepping out of the shelter of the bunker walls for just a moment.  A burst of electromagnetically accelerated needles from outside the fence took him in the shoulder and spun him away from me before a second one fired by Victor cored his helmet.  Kurt was firing now, too, I saw out of the corner of my eye, and the others were crouched behind them, leaning around the corner to get a shot at the backside of the bunker.


  I switched my helmet targeting link from the grenade launcher to my rifle and added the punctuation of 10mm tungsten slugs to the hail of tantalum needles they were laying down.  The rest of the Shock-Troops in the bunker were stunned, deaf and blind, their natural and technological sensors overloaded by the grenade blast, and they fell easily to our combined fire, half of them frozen in place by their exoskeletal servos.


  I rolled back towards the corner, knowing intuitively that I’d spent too long firing from one position, and that residue of training was the only thing that saved my life.  A cloud of dirt and gravel exploded into the air from the high-velocity KE gun burst coming from behind me, and the warning I was about to yell was still in the back of my throat when that burst walked sideways and chopped across Annalise Bua’s back.


  She was just a bit older than me, a university student like Sophia, studying genetics before the invasion.  She’d been a dancer since she was six and moved like one, and I hadn’t known until about a week ago that she and Cortenza Diamante were a thing.  Her blood splattered over Alejandro Ortiz and her eyes rolled up in her head as she collapsed forward.


  “Get inside!”  I bellowed at the others, throwing myself up against the side of the ramp next to Annalise and opening up with my rifle before I even had a clear target.


  I knew who it had to be before I saw them:  the Tahni troopers who had gone off to respond to the alarm triggered by Chang and Kibaki at the rear of the facility.  They’d either decided that we were the main attack and the alarm at the rear was a diversion, or they’d already killed the DSI agents.


  There weren’t more than four of them, about half a Tahni squad, but they were laying down a swathe of suppressive fire that was chewing the remains of the truck and the tractor to pieces, and we were next.  I waited till my targeting reticle was on top of one of their visors then touched the trigger.  The rifle kicked against my shoulder, but then something smacked into the side of my head hard enough to make me spin away backwards, behind the cover of the edge of the ramp.


  Stars filled my vision for a moment, and as they cleared, I realized that my HUD was gone, and so were my infrared and thermal filters.  I was still alive, so I figured I’d taken a needle to the helmet that had just missed spreading my brains all over the gravel.


  Looking around, I saw that the others had scrambled up into the loading dock, and I was stuck and alone, with a hail of tantalum needles chewing up the concrete of the ramp centimeters behind my head.  I was fucked...except for that one, last grenade.  I pulled it out of my tactical harness, twisted the rocket motor off the end of it, pushed down the manual safety disengagement and tossed it high over my head, aiming it back to where I guessed the three remaining Shock-Troops would be by now.


  I had counted to three when it detonated.  I’d never tried that before with an anti-armor grenade and I had absolutely no idea how well, or if, it would work; but I knew it was the only shot I had.  I pushed myself up onto the ramp and dug the spikes of my boots into its rough surface, feeling my quads burning as I sprinted up, expecting the kill shot at any second and not even able to see if it was coming.  My helmet had once felt like a window that opened up more of reality for me; now it felt like a damned blindfold.


  No kill shot took me on that desperate lunge up the ramp and I threw myself down behind the first cover I sensed, a powered cargo jack for moving pallets around the bay.  I yanked loose the latch of my helmet yoke and pulled it off, tossing it negligently on the floor with a hollow, metal clunk, and sucking in a relieved breath.  I looked down at myself, checking for wounds I hadn’t felt, but I saw nothing.  Then I glanced around me.


  Victor and Kurt Simak both looked numb under their refitted Tahni helmets, the visors removed because the electronics wouldn’t synch with our gear.  They didn’t seem to be wounded, but they weren’t moving, just crouching in the shelter of a pallet of plastic-wrapped machine parts.  Alejandro Ortiz was crying, sobbing openly, his teeth clenched in rage.  They’d all been very tight with Annalise, had been in the same squad as her for months now.  I hadn’t.  I hadn’t been her friend, just her leader—-her officer, really, though I was technically an NCO.


  I’d wanted to go to the Academy, wanted it more than anything.  I’d wanted to be a Marine officer and lead troops into combat.


  Careful what you wish for, a little voice whispered in my ear, years too late to do any good.


  “Snap out of it!”  I used my best imitation of a Drill Instructor voice and I saw their eyes come back to reality.  “Cover me.”


  I rolled out from behind the cargo jack, staying low and remembering to bring my rifle’s electronic sight up to my eye level now that I had no HUD targeting reticle.  I twisted around the corner and saw two of the Shock-Troops getting back to their feet, charred and blackened spots on their armor.  The one I’d shot was dead, face down with most of his helmet and the head that had been inside it blasted away.  Another was on his back, writhing with plasma burn-throughs in both legs from the grenade.


  I pumped three rounds into one of the two standing, seeing the shadow of the spray of blood from the slugs exiting his back under the harsh glare of the floodlights.  He hadn’t quite straightened up and he crashed forward, motionless.  I shifted aim to the only one of the four left who wasn’t wounded or dead, then realized the blinking red icon in the sight warning me that the magazine was empty.


  Shit.
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  I PULLED BACK JUST as the Tahni opened fire and a spray of powdered and fragmented concrete followed me to the floor; I blinked my eyes frantically to clear them and they did clear just in time to see the grenade.  Well, we called it a grenade, but it was really more of a backpack-launched missile.  Each Shock-Trooper carried two of them, but they didn’t use them much against us since they were mostly designed as anti-armor or anti-vehicle weapons.  They could be laser-guided by a targeting beam from the Shock-Trooper’s helmet, but he couldn’t see us so I knew he wasn’t doing that.  They could target radio signals, but I knew he wasn’t doing that, either, because we weren’t using radio and their side was.  They could be heat-seekers, but they went for a hotter signature than a human body produced.


  Or they could be launched fire-and-forget, programmed to detonate the minute they hit something solid; that’s what this one did.  Only two things kept us all from dying in the next second:  one, the warhead was anti-armor, designed to project a spear of plasma forward followed by a blast wave directed into the hole that plasma made; and two, the first solid thing it hit was the far wall of the loading dock, fifty meters away.


  I didn’t know any of this at the time, of course; it was all deduced in retrospect.  All I knew right then was that there was maybe the loudest sound I’d ever heard, followed by a shock wave that slammed me up against the wall hard enough to knock the breath out of me even through my armor.  My head hit the floor and stars swam in front of my vision as a blast of air washed over me, so hot I felt as if the skin on my face was blistering.


  I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t hear, I couldn’t see, I couldn’t even think.  My rifle wasn’t in my hands and I was too stunned to use it if it had been; and I couldn’t assume any of the others were better off, if they were alive at all.  That Shock-Trooper would be making his way to the ramp, slowly and carefully if he was an older vet or maybe rushing headlong in a rage for revenge if he was a young warrior.  He’d be on us in seconds, and I had to shake this off; I had to move!


  I shook my head, trying to clear it, and it hurt but at least the pain penetrated the fog.  I knew my rifle was still connected to me by its sling, and I finally felt it where it had retracted back low across my chest.  Magazine.  Had to switch out the magazine.  I could assemble and disassemble the damn thing blindfolded, so ejecting the spent mag was no issue.  I reached for one of the full ones stored in my tactical vest and pulled it out, cursing when a corner caught on the fabric of the pouch.  Line it up, slide it in, slam it home till I felt the solid click.


  My vision was starting to clear, the flashes of color receding, but it was dark now; the interior lights had been blown out by the explosion and the air was clouded with smoke, dust and debris.  I saw a figure walking up the ramp, silhouetted by the exterior floodlights, and I brought the Gauss rifle up to my shoulder.


  “Please don’t shoot me, Sgt. Munroe,” Robert Chang’s plaintive voice said, and I raised my head above the sight, saw the skinny little man limping into the dock, his leg dripping blood as he walked, a Gauss rifle cradled in his arm.  “I’ve had a shitty day and dying would just make it worse.”


  “There’s a Tahni right out...” I began, but he waved it away.


  “He’s been taken care of,” Chang told me.  “Unfortunately, Agent Kibaki was killed and the back-up plan is a no-go.  I hope those two freaks do their jobs.”


  It took me a second to realize he was talking about Kel and Cowboy.  I shook that off, shoving down the thought that Kibaki was gone—-I’d kind of liked her—-and painfully levered myself to my feet.  Ortiz, I saw immediately, was dead.  He’d taken a fairly large piece of jagged, metal shrapnel right through the neck, and it had severed his spinal cord; his head hung at an unnatural angle, his face drained and ghost-white.


  He’d had a wife, I recalled, who’d been killed in the invasion.  Two kids, a daughter in the military off-planet, and a son just into his teens, too young to fight, who was living in one of the settlements.  He was a good man.


  The Simak brothers, the ones I’d called the Viking brothers before I’d learned their names, were alive, but Victor was lolling and probably concussed and Kurt had a thin metal shard sticking about four centimeters out of his upper right shoulder blade right through his back armor, and was writhing in pain.  I fished a packet of clotting powder and a bandage out of my thigh pocket—-there were no Smart Bandages left, so sterilized first-aid gauze and cloth was the best we could do—-and yanked the shard out.


  Kurt bit off a scream as blood began streaming from the wound but I ignored it, tossing aside the seven-centimeter metal shrapnel and pouring in the clotting powder.  The wound began to bubble and then the flow of blood stopped and I began wrapping the bandage around his shoulder.  Ideally, I should have left the shrapnel in place for the medics to extract, but I didn’t know if we would wind up with any medics left alive and he might have to get out of here on his own.


  “Take care of your brother,” I told him, making sure he met my eyes and understood what I was saying.  “I’m going back out.”


  Kurt nodded, gritting his teeth against the pain in his back but clutching his KE gun to him.


  “Don’t let any of the Tahni in here,” I said, getting up and heading for the ramp.


  “I suppose you expect me to follow you out there and make some pointless sacrifice,” Chang said with a sigh.


  “Go find the Glory Boys,” I told him.  “Make sure they shut this place down or this is all for nothing.”


  “You realize you can’t give me orders, right?”  The question was snarky, but the tone was...playful, maybe, like he knew he was going to do it, and he knew I knew.


  “Don’t make me kick your ass, Chang,” I said, not having to feign the tired exasperation that made it a joke.  “You’re wounded and I just know you’ll use that as an excuse.”


  He chuckled at that, as I knew he would.  “Good luck out there, Munroe.”


  #
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  IT FELT LIKE THE BATTLE had been dragging on for hours, and I was half surprised when I got outside and still heard intense gunfire coming from the fence-line.  Then I realized that we’d crashed through the gate only about five minutes ago.


  I rounded the corner of the loading dock and from there, I could see the next guard bunker.  With the bunker nearest the gate down, that was the last one that could bring fire to bear on the force in the woods—-Sophia’s command.  Someone had shot out the floodlights at this section of the fence and shadows wavered menacingly in the gap between the glows, flaring to full brightness when the ionized flare from a laser impacted on the metal shield of the bunker or the exhaust of a grenade’s propulsion rocket ignited heading outward.


  There were a couple Shock-Troops lying dead around the bunker and the rate of fire from the heavy KE gun had slowed as it heated up.  You could see the glow from its liquid nitrogen-filled cooling jacket inside the darkened recess, and I knew even the Shock-Troops wanted to edge away from it, as hot as it must be, but they didn’t dare abandon cover.


  I took a knee in the middle of the dirt and gravel about halfway between the fence and the reactor complex, brought my rifle to my shoulder and sighted on the gunner.  The gun bucked against my shoulder, but I kept it on target and put three rounds into him as fast as I could fire.  He dropped out of my sights and I saw the others in the bunker spinning around.  The gun went silent as they forgot it in their haste to face the new threat.


  I dropped to the prone, knowing I should get to cover but also knowing there was no cover that would have given me a clear shot at them.  There were four of them inside the bunker and I’d never get all of them before they got me.  It was okay.  This was why I was here.


  I lined up on the closest, ignoring the others and putting the reticle of the sight over his center of mass.  I touched the trigger and kept it pressed down until I’d felt the double-kick of two rounds launching, then I rolled to the left another meter.  KE-gun rounds dug up the earth where I’d been a second before, and I wasn’t quite sure if I’d live long enough to fire another shot...but, as it turned out, I didn’t have to.  Converging streams of tantalum needles, tungsten slugs and laser pulses from two different directions tore into the remaining troopers and in the space of a breath, they were down.


  I looked around, blinking in confusion, and abruptly realized that Sophia’s people had taken advantage of the respite from the crew-served KE gun to breach the fence.  They were running past me from the wreckage of the gate, heading to clear the other bunkers along the fence-line.  I watched them in disbelief, coming up to a crouch and trying to keep myself from hyperventilating as my heart beat like a trip-hammer from the delayed stress.


  The air felt frigid against my face, more because I was overheated than because it was that cold...well, maybe also because it felt so strange to be out there without my helmet.  I got to my feet slowly and gingerly, beginning to feel the bruises from where the grenade explosion had thrown me against the wall, and wondered what the hell I should be doing now.


  My head was throbbing and I knew I was forgetting something but I couldn’t remember what it was.


  “Munroe, what happened to your helmet?”  Sophia’s voice startled me out of the fugue I had been slipping into and I spun around to see her standing there, her clothes and armor stained with dirt and soot and a KE gun in the crook of her arm.  I pulled her into a brief, fierce hug, desperately relieved to see her alive.


  “Are you okay?”  She frowned as she looked at me, probably seeing what I imagined was the slightly glazed expression on my face.


  “Better than Annalise and Ortiz,” I told her, my stomach twisting as I actually had to say the words.  “They didn’t make it.”


  “Sophia!”  Carl Braun was yelling as he ran up to us through the hole blown in the fence just past the bunker.  “Munroe!  We’ve got incoming!”


  He skidded to a halt next to us, gasping for breath, his eyes wide and wild.


  “What are you talking about, Carl?”  She asked him.


  “Gary sent a runner from his observation post!”  Braun said between pants.  “They tried to radio us, and I tried to call you, but there’s a broad-spectrum jam...”  He shook his head.  “The High Guard, the battlesuits, his look-outs spotted them between here and the city.”  His face was pale.  “They’re coming.”


  “Get to cover!”  Sophia yelled without a moment’s hesitation, running down the fence-line, waving her arms, with Braun and me following after her.  “Everyone get to cover! Get the special team up here now!”


  It was too late.  The three-meter-tall battlesuits came roaring down on incandescent jets of steam, four of them spreading out around the dome just inside the fence-line, launching missiles at the forces on the other side of it as they descended like the judgment of some ill-tempered god.  I yanked Sophia into the cover of the bunker I’d cleared just before the first of the missiles hit.


  A wave of heat washed over us and the durasteel shielding rang like a hand-bell choir as shrapnel smacked into it.  I covered her body with mine, but nothing penetrated the shielding.  Beside me, I could hear a fervent stream of curses and I realized that Braun had made it into the shelter with us and was letting out a torrent of profanity, probably as an alternative to screaming like a baby.  Outside, bodies littered the ground; I could see a dozen casualties, torn apart by shrapnel.  Somewhere, people were screaming, and there was a High Guard battlesuit only twenty meters from us, lumbering our way.


  “We have to get the special weapons in here!”  Sophia said, grabbing my arm.  “The teams are out there, I need to go get them.”


  “You go,” I told her, waving at the blasted section of fence-line just beyond the bunker.  “I’ll keep them busy.”


  “Both of you go,” Braun yelled.  “I’ve got this!”


  I was about to argue with him but he sprinted out from cover, running nearly under the nose of the Tahni battlesuit, and I saw it begin to pivot after him.


  “Shit!”  I swore, grabbing Sophia’s hand and rushing out through the hole.  If he was going to kill himself, I at least wasn’t going to waste it.  Behind us, I heard the crackling roar of an electron beamer firing, and I wondered if the thing had finally given Braun what he wanted.


  I was exhausted, my adrenalin spent in one near-death experience after another, but I pushed myself to keep up with Sophia, matching her stride for stride across the fifty meters of open ground.  People were running ahead of us and beside us as we sprinted headlong across the clearing into the woods, no one even giving a thought to facing Tahni battlesuits with our KE guns and lasers.  Until we hit the tree-line and I saw a squad of people moving towards the danger, not quite running because they were weighed down with heavy, fat tubes made of pure tungsten, their only adornments a simple electronic sight and a pistol grip with a trigger.  Kel and Cowboy had dropped them in a cargo capsule when they’d come down in their stealth drop pod; not many, just a half dozen.  They’d have to be enough.  The people carrying them had extra-heavy armor as well, and wore visors on their helmets to shield their eyes from the discharge.


  “This way!”  Sophia waved them towards the reactor complex.  “Hurry, damn it!  Concentrate your fire, take them one at a time!”


  Artificial lightning ripped through the night as we ran back into the battle, electron beams fed by isotope reactors turning everything they touched into explosive vapor, turning trees into flechette mines that filled the air with wooden shrapnel.  I jogged through it next to the gunners, hand over my face, not entirely sure what I was doing but with a conviction that this was where a leader should be.


  The closest of the High Guard troopers, the one Braun had distracted, was lumbering towards us with massive, sledgehammer steps.  It tore through the fence without breaking stride, bearing straight for us only thirty meters away, probably seeing the approaching force on its sensors.  The gunner in the lead, a burly, older man with coffee-colored skin and tightly-curled hair that barely fit under his helmet, stopped and took a knee, nearly tripping the man behind him and making the rest of us split off on either side to avoid colliding with him.


  “Down!”  Sophia yelled, raising a fist over her head.  “Get down!”


  “Clear!” the big man yelled, not waiting to see if everyone was out of the way.  Then he fired.


  I tried to close my eyes and shield them with my hand, but the plasma blast was bright enough that it still felt like staring into the sun.  The guns were single-shot, specially built for infantry and not widely issued because they were expensive as hell.  I’d never held one before I’d unloaded one of the cases back at the Research Facility, but I knew from Cowboy’s briefing that they used a ring of lasers to ignite a capsule of liquid hydrogen to a plasma, then expelled it with an electromagnetic field, just like the bigger, much heavier and incredibly much more expensive experimental repeaters the Glory Boys carried.


  The ball of superheated gas hit the battlesuit square in the chest; I could tell that when I opened my eyes because of the charred and smoking crater in the heavy armor there.  Unfortunately, that was where their armor was the thickest; the battlesuit stumbled back but didn’t go down, its wearer hosing his electron beamer back and forth in desperation.


  Three of the squad vanished in steam explosions as the particle beam vaporized the fluids in their bodies and I did the only thing I could think to do:  fired my rifle at the thing in utter desperation, aiming right at the center of that blackened crater in its chest.  The tungsten slugs from my weapon normally wouldn’t have put a dent in that armor, but it was badly attenuated by the plasma blast and they punched past what was left and straight through the Tahni soldier inside.  The battlesuit didn’t fall, but the upper body slumped forward at the shoulders, like it had suddenly given up on the fight.  Smoke drifted across the tree-line and time felt frozen for just a moment, like we’d killed a god.  Then the sounds of the battle penetrated; they’d been there all along, but I’d been too stunned to hear them.


  “They’ll be coming this way,” Sophia warned, getting to her feet.  “They’ll have caught that thermal signature!  Spread out!  Grab a launcher and spread out, damn it!”


  We had three people and five weapons left now.  I found one in the grass, charred and coated with cooked blood, but still intact.  I slung it across my shoulder, grunting involuntarily at the weight of the thing, and loped off to the right, wanting to sprint but lacking the energy.  Sophia was right, the rest of them would be coming this way, and someone had to draw them off before we were all slaughtered.


  There was a firefight going on somewhere behind the dome, towards the belt of trees that lined the river, and two of the battlesuits were back there, their electron beamers lighting up the night like a far-off summer storm.  I didn’t head for that fight, aiming instead for the closer threat, the High Guard trooper who was stamping up the ramp toward the loading dock.  I told myself that was because I didn’t know if the reactor had been flushed yet and I had to give Kel and Cowboy more time, but the honest, selfish reason was that he was closer to Sophia.


  The gravel outside the reactor complex was blackened and burned wherever the Tahni beam weapons had touched it, and stained red with the blood of their victims.  Pieces of them littered the ground and I prayed to a God I wasn’t sure I believed in that I wouldn’t step on one as I jogged towards the loading dock ramp.  I couldn’t look down to watch where I was stepping because I needed to keep an eye on the battlesuit, to make sure he wasn’t about to...


  He finally spotted me, the suit’s upper body twisting around, trying to bring the electron accelerator across its torso to bear on me.  I stopped, not bothering to duck or crouch because it wouldn’t have done a damn bit of good, and raised the plasma projector to my shoulder, lining up its electronic sight.  I tried to aim for the neck, remembering how the center-of-mass shot hadn’t penetrated all the way, but it was an upward shot and the torso was twisted around, showing me the shoulder.


  I squeezed my eyes shut and looked away just as I pulled the trigger.


  The gun kicked harder than I thought it would, sending me staggering backwards as my vision washed out in a sea of afterimages.  I dropped the now-useless weapon and unslung my Gauss rifle, moving despite the fact I couldn’t really see, running farther to the right.  I blinked away the flashes and began to see that the battlesuit was still standing, staggering off balance.  I’d hit it in the left shoulder and the arm on that side was hanging by a single, metallic cable.  I didn’t know if the arm of the Tahni soldier inside the suit had been severed, or burned, or if he’d gotten stone lucky, but he wasn’t down and he wasn’t out.  He shuffled his wide, disc-like foot pads, turning and firing as he went, the coruscating electron beam missing a meter off to my left as I kept moving to the right.  I fired my Gauss rifle from the hip as I ran, just on the off chance I might put a round somewhere magical, but the slugs hit concrete and dirt and not much else and that fucking electron beam was getting so close that I felt the hair burning off the back of my neck.


  There was a flash, and a wave of heat and I stumbled and rolled, sure I’d taken a hit.  But it was the battlesuit that was falling, its left leg twisted and buckling, the metal at its hip charred and shredded.  I watched, mouth hanging open, as Kel stepped out through the cargo dock door, the muzzle of his plasma gun glowing red.  I could tell it was Kel even with the face hood on, because Cowboy was right behind him, looming over him by centimeters.


  “Is it down?”  I yelled at them.  “Is the reactor down?”


  Cowboy pulled off his hood, the thin smile on his face looking grim but satisfied.


  “It’s down,” he said, “and so are the defense lasers.”


  “We need you on the other side of the facility,” I told him urgently.  “There are two more High Guard back there and...”


  “It’s taken care of,” Kel interrupted me, striding down the ramp with the cocky air of someone who never had a doubt they’d succeed.


  “What do you mean it’s...?”  Then I trailed off and listened.  The firing from the other side of the building had died to nothing.


  I spun around and saw Sophia and one of the remaining plasma gunners walking up from the fence-line, weapons held at their sides, looks of stunned disbelief on their faces as they stared around at the carnage.  And at the two figures walking up to us around the corner from the back of the facility, barely visible in their camouflage combat suits, heavy weapons held easily in their hands.  They were unmistakably with Kel and Cowboy’s group, the Glory Boys, two more of the ones we’d met so long ago on that desolate moon.


  They pulled off their hoods as they approached, one of them a short, stocky, almost troll-like blond who’d obviously grown up on a high-gravity world, the other one taller and thinner, with brown hair a bit longer and styled fashionably, and looks that would have been at home on the resculpted face of a movie star.


  “Took care of that little High Guard problem you had,” the handsome one cracked.


  “I was wondering when you two would get here,” Cowboy said in a casual drawl.


  “After all the real fighting’s done, of course,” Kel said, stepping up and offering a hand to the brown haired one.  The other man laughed and shook it.


  “Well,” the blond, brawny one said with a shrug, “I figured we did plenty of fighting last time we were here.”  He jerked a thumb upward.  “The Fleet’s engaging the pickets right now.  The Marines are on their way down.”


  “No,” Sophia spoke up, coming to my side and putting a hand on my shoulder.  Four sets of eyes turned her way, surprised at the interruption.


  “The Marines,” she declared firmly, “have been here the whole time.”
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  I STEPPED DOWN THE ramp and blinked at the almost obscene brightness of 82 Eridani, feeling the sweat raising on my face already from the ever-present humidity and the afternoon glare beating down on the fusion-form pavement of the spaceport.


  “Fucking Inferno,” I muttered, making room for the others coming out of the shuttle, cycling down from the military’s orbital station.


  Most of them hauled heavy shoulder bags after them, faces uniform in their discomfort.  My hands were empty.  I’d taken nothing down to Demeter with me except my gear, and I’d left with not even that.  My helmet had been trashed, my armor’s camouflage ripped and burned and ruined, and even my skinsuit had too many holes in it to salvage.  The class-A dress uniform I was wearing had been fabricated for me on the Marine troop transport that had brought me back here, along with the row of new ribbons I’d been awarded posthumously.


  The Marine Colonel who’d been in command of the landing force at Demeter had promised he was going to put me in for a Silver Star, but I wasn’t holding my breath for that one, and didn’t honestly care.  At the time, I’d been unable to concentrate on anything except Sophia.


  We’d watched from a hilltop outside town as the Marine landers descend on Amity, screened by a squadron of delta-winged assault shuttles.  None of the Tahni aerospacecraft had launched; Renn-Tann had proven to be good to his bargain.  I hadn’t been close enough to see the brief but violent battle between our battlesuits and what was left of their High Guard detachment, but I’d been told it was one-sided.


  Chang had found us there a couple hours after the landing.  I’d half thought he’d been killed in the battle for the fusion reactor, but I should have known that cockroach could live through anything.  I had been sitting with Sophia, just holding her and watching the city in silence, and the DSI agent had suddenly been there behind us, as if he’d been standing there the whole time.


  “They want you in town,” he’d told me.


  “Of course they do,” I’d responded with a sigh.  I’d looked up in curiosity.  “What happened to your friends, the Glory Boys?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know who you mean.”  His smile had been uncomfortably snake-like.  He’d headed back towards town and I hadn’t seen him again.


  After that, it had been straight into a shuttle up to orbit for me, with maybe five minutes left for us to say our goodbyes.  I wish I could claim that I’d said something profound and poetic, but I’d actually murmured the same promises and assurances as anyone who’d ever had to leave someone they loved.  And Sophia had pretended to believe that I could keep those promises, that I wouldn’t wind up lying dead on some unimportant colony, or converted to atoms by a missile strike that I never saw coming while my ship burned for orbit.


  I could still feel the warmth of her body and the taste of her lips from that last, lingering kiss before I’d boarded the lander that took me back to the Marine transport waiting in orbit.  Then had come the medical exams and the endless questions and the bureaucratic nightmare of trying to prove I was who I said I was and convincing the system that I wasn’t dead.  That still wasn’t over, but I’d been told to go ahead and report to my company commander before I began the long and arduous process of trying to get issued new gear, new quarters, new everything.


  I caught a bus from the spaceport down into Tartarus, picking out a few new buildings since I’d last seen the place.  A few more were still going up, yellow-toned construction ‘bots pouring buildfoam from temporary platforms, and I saw truckload after truckload of cargo and troops heading to the port to ship out.  The war hadn’t been standing still while I was gone.


  Demeter, I’d found out, hadn’t even been the first colony the military had taken back from the Tahni.  That honor had gone to a remote agro-world called Canaan that I had never heard of before, run by some obscure religious sect.  But once the first domino toppled, the rest were falling in a row.  From the news I’d audited on the flight back, the war had hit a tipping point, even allowing for government propaganda.  That might mean another year or two of fighting, but for the first time since I joined up, I was confident we could win.  All I had to do was make sure I lived long enough to see it.


  The bus let me off at Marine Headquarters, which was just as hectic and busy as the rest of the base.  There were at least a half dozen different companies of battlesuits either coming back from training or heading out to it, and the pounding of their feet on the pavement was a constant background drumbeat, sending clouds of dust raising up like a haze.   I had to dodge squads and platoons of them every twenty or thirty meters, constantly chased off the pavement and into the wet and muddy grass.  By the time I reached Recon Country, my dress boots were soaked and I could hear water squishing inside them.


  We can travel faster than light, I thought sourly, mess with people’s genes, grow back limbs, but we can’t issue waterproofed fucking dress boots?


  I passed by the sign, which hadn’t changed, and into the horseshoe opening between the parabola of the Recon buildings, my eyes going automatically to the flags.  I stopped in mid-stride and looked at them, really looked at them.  I thought about Johnny and Sgt. Gomez and Captain Kapoor, and all the guys who’d died in the space of a half-second on Demeter, about Braun and his Janie and Ortiz and Annalise.  I thought about the woman I’d executed and the kids I’d helped starve by stealing their food from the Tahni, about the civilians I’d seen killed in reprisal for my actions.


  None of us had done what we’d done for any of those flags, but they were the avatars of the crystalized beliefs that put people into positions where they had to be willing to sacrifice, to kill, to die, and to make the choices worse than dying.  I don’t know that I’d ever realized that more than I did now.


  “You lost, Sergeant?”


  I looked down from the flags and did a double-take at the Marine coming down the side-walk in front of me.  The short-cut brown hair, the freckles, the rounded chin were all familiar even if the rank on her field utilities wasn’t.  I snapped to attention and offered my best parade-ground salute.


  “Captain Yassa,” I said, not even trying to fight back the smile that forced its way across my face.  “Sgt. Munroe reports.”


  “Holy shit!”  She blurted, eyes widening as she recognized me.  She didn’t even attempt to return the salute, just wrapped me in a hug that shocked me; she’d never struck me as a hugger.  Then she held me out at arm’s length, looking me up and down like I was an apparition.  “Munroe?  How the hell are you still alive?”  She shook her head in disbelief.  “Where the hell have you been?”


  “Demeter, ma’am,” I said, and my smile thinned.  “It’s a long story...you might want to sit down for this.”


  #
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  “TO CAPTAIN KAPOOR,” Brandy Yassa said, raising her glass of vodka.


  “Captain Kapoor,” I responded with a nod, touching my own shot of tequila to the edge of her glass, then I belted it down, feeling a pleasant burning sensation in my throat.


  Captain Yassa’s idea of “sitting down” had been the Marine Officers’ Club.  I felt about as comfortable here as a mouse at a cat convention, but as her guest, I was technically okay, even if I was getting the stink-eye from a lot of officers with shaved heads and ‘face jacks.  We’d settled in an isolated corner of the place, and I’d taken a moment to appreciate how nice it looked, appointed with the best in faux wood and faux leather, and I began to wonder if the NCO Club was half as swanky.


  Then I’d told Yassa the story, from beginning to end.  Halfway through it, she’d ordered the drinks.  We were each on our third shot.


  “Absent friends,” I amended, raising my glass again.


  She murmured the same, eyes clouding as she took another sip.


  “So, they’re really all gone,” she said, examining the bottom of her glass carefully.  “They...you were all officially MIA.  They wouldn’t tell us where, even, just that it was need-to-know.  For the first few months, I held out hope you’d all come back with some outlandish story.”


  “I know Johnny died in the ambush,” I said quietly, taking a last sip of the dregs of my drink.  “And I know whatever survivors there were died when that Intelligence stealth ship got shot down trying to exfil.  I don’t know which group the Cap was with.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t guess it matters unless he has any relatives they want to send the remains to.”


  “He had those videos running in that frame on his desk, but he never talked about them.”  She looked up, regarding me for a moment with an amused glance.  “So, you led an insurgency on Demeter for a whole year, Munroe.  That’s pretty fucking impressive.”


  “We’d have all gotten our asses killed eventually,” I told her, tossing my glass down hard enough for it to make a loud thump on the table, “if the DSI and Fleet Intelligence assets hadn’t shown up.  I didn’t do anything any of our people couldn’t have done.”  I snorted bitterly.  “Hell, they’d have been a lot better off if it had been Captain Kapoor that survived.”


  “He was the best,” she agreed, “but he was also three times as old as you and had been in the Marines his entire adult life, while you were a twenty-one-year-old Lance Corporal with a grand total of eighteen months’ experience.  I’d say you did pretty damn good.”


  “I got a lot of people killed,” I said morosely, staring at the table.  I felt a sharp sting on the side of my head and looked up, blinking.  She’d hit me, and she was scowling at me angrily.


  “You don’t think those people would have died anyway?”  She demanded.  “You think if you hadn’t come along, the Tahni would have forgot that the militia worked alongside the Marines and Fleet Intelligence and wouldn’t have punished them?  Stop flagellating yourself, Sergeant.  That’s a fucking order.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I said meekly, rubbing the side of my head.  “It’s just...”  I trailed off.  “It’s just that, a long time ago, I was hell-bent on going through the Academy and being an officer, being where you are.  Now that I’ve done it, I don’t know that I ever want to have that much responsibility again.”


  “That’s natural,” she assured me.  “Look, Munroe, you need to get your shit together fast, if it’s going to be gotten.  We received orders and we’re shipping out in a week.”  She put her hand on my forearm and squeezed...hard.  She was a strong woman.  “I want you as a squad leader.  There’s an opening in Third Platoon.”


  “A week...” I murmured.  “Jesus wept, ma’am, can I even get new gear issued that fast?”


  “Leave that to me,” she said, waving a hand dismissively.  “Gunny Prochaska is tight with Battalion Supply.  You have two jobs right now, Munroe:  get to know your squad, and get your head right.  I’m going to schedule you an appointment with the Brigade Psychological Counselor tomorrow ASAP and get an evaluation.  If he says you’re good to go, and you say you’re good to go, then you’re with us.”


  “And what if he says I’m not good?”  I wondered.  “What if I’m fucked in the head?”


  “You’re not,” Yassa told me.  “If you were, you would have cracked up while you were on Demeter.  You’re just feeling the same thing every leader feels when the decisions you make get your people killed.”  She hissed out a breath, eyes focusing on something far away.  “I have, unfortunately, been there myself in the last year.  You’re deathly afraid that it’s going to happen again.  But the longer you avoid facing it, the more likely you’ll let the fear take control of you.  You won’t be able to order anyone into harm’s way.”


  She cocked her head and eyed me sidelong.  “Every Marine has to be ready to lead.  You know that.  Do you still want to be a Marine, Munroe?”


  “The war isn’t over,” I answered without really answering, not meeting her eyes.  “I want to finish it out.”  I nodded slowly.  “All right, ma’am, I’ll see the shrink.”


  There was not much he could tell me about myself worse than I’d already thought.


  #
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  DR. ANTOINE MARKS WAS almost exactly how I pictured a psychological counselor.  He was a skinny, ratty little man with dark, beady eyes, and he looked lost in his poorly-fitted Fleet utilities, as if he’d just been issued whatever was on the shelf.


  “Welcome, Sgt. Munroe,” he said, waving me into his office.  “Please have a seat.”


  I looked back at the reception clerk, an unpleasant and unwelcoming Lance Corporal, and wondered if I’d been that annoying when I’d been a Lance.  Then Dr. Marks shut the door behind me and ushered me to a chair.


  The office was very homey and comfortable, with a pair of cushy, earth-tone chairs and a nice selection of plants potted here and there, and a soothing holographic image of a mountain lake on the wall.  It was all a ruse, I knew.  There were likely all sorts of detectors and sensors and analyzers built into the room, likely feeding their data into an AI somewhere on another floor of the medical facility and interpreting it all via a readout in a lens implant in Marks’ eye.  But we both made believe that we were fooled by the illusion because that’s what you do.


  “Have you been able to get settled in, Sergeant?”  Marks asked me, taking a seat in the chair across from me, a small coffee table between us.


  “Not really,” I admitted.  “I have a room, for the moment, and someone fab’ed me a set of uniforms.”  I waved at my field utilities demonstratively.  “But I haven’t had my skinsuit or armor fitted, I haven’t been issued a weapon, and I can barely remember the names of all my squad-members.”


  “Have you been able to contact your family?”  His expression didn’t shift, but I could sense a transition from friendly small-talk to the actual analysis.


  I tried not to miss a beat.  Gramps and I had prepared the backstory for this, and I’d had almost two years to get it right.


  “I don’t get on that well with my mother,” I told him. “We haven’t talked since before I enlisted.  And my biological father hasn’t been in the picture since I was a toddler.”


  It was all true as well as being part of my cover story, which made it much easier to say and not get caught by voice stress analyzers for lying.


  “You don’t think your mother would like to know you’re alive anyway?”  He asked me, cocking an eyebrow significantly.  “After all, she’s your flesh and blood, even if you’ve had disagreements.”


  “My mother is a criminal,” I told him, letting the bitterness I honestly felt leak through.  “I’d rather not talk about it.”


  “Very well,” he conceded, glancing downward in the way I’d seen people do when they consulted an implant lens that was feeding them data.  “Let’s talk about your experiences on Demeter, then.  Tell me, do you feel any guilt for being the sole survivor of your platoon?”


  “Not anymore.  I think I did at first,” I admitted.  “But eventually, the guilt for the things I did with the Resistance made that seem petty by comparison.”


  “That seems a bit self-indulgent, Sgt. Munroe,” he chided me.  “After all, it’s a war, and everyone fighting it has to do unpleasant things.  Surely you knew that before you signed up.”


  I stared at him with disdain I actually felt rather than feigned.


  “Does everyone have to pull a mother away from her children because she’s been implanted with a tracker and can’t be taken to the one safe place hidden from the Tahni?  Does everyone have to watch innocent civilians starve in open pens in the city square because you were part of the mission that destroyed the food sources to keep them from the enemy?  I don’t remember hearing about that in the Marine recruiting videos.”


  I felt a tightness in my chest even thinking about the living skeletons huddled together against the cold, dying slowly and painfully.  I fell silent, unable to meet the Counselor’s eyes.


  “You witnessed things that were hard to see,” Marks granted.  “But my point is, why should you bear the guilt for them rather than the Tahni?  It was their decision to turn civilians into pawns in their war.  You merely had to play the hand you were dealt.”


  “I know you’re right, sir,” I told him.  “But saying it is one thing, feeling it’s a bit harder.”


  “I suppose,” Marks said, steepling his fingers, “that the question you need to ask yourself is, if you were forced into the same situation again, what, if anything, would you do differently?”


  I thought about that for a moment.  It was actually a damned good question.  After a moment, I looked over at him, nodding.


  “I don’t guess there’s much else I could have done that wouldn’t have made things even worse.”


  “Then the guilt isn’t yours to feel,” Marks assured me.  He leaned forward, fingers interlinking.  “I’m inclined to clear you for duty, Sergeant.  Although I’m sure there are lingering psychological effects from what you’ve been through, I don’t believe there’s much to be gained from lying around staring at the inside of your own head and dwelling on it.”


  “That seems very un-Counselor-like of you, sir,” I remarked, grinning slightly.  Maybe I was wrong about this guy.


  “Well, I am a military officer,” he reminded me.  “And at this point, we need every good soldier on the line.”


  “I’m not a soldier, sir,” I corrected him smartly.  “I’m a Marine.”


  “Apologies,” he said with a smile that seemed genuine.  Then he stood and offered a hand.  “Good luck, Sergeant.”  I shook the hand, and he hesitated as he let it go.  “One last thing:  I know you’d rather not discuss your family, but I do have to tell you as a Counselor that eventually you’re going to have to make peace with them.  Try to do it on your own terms.”


  ––––––––
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  THE TRANSITION FROM the air conditioning inside the lobby of the Fleet Medical Complex to the late morning humidity of Tartarus was as breathtakingly miserable as usual, and I was hoping the wait for a bus back to Marine HQ wouldn’t be long when I heard a chime from my ‘link.


  There were two messages, both from Captain Yassa, both text only.  The first told me that my skinsuit, armor and weapons were ready at the Battalion Armory.  I shaped a silent whistle; that was impressively fast.  She said they’d still had my measurements on file from my initial issue and apparently, I hadn’t changed enough since then to make a difference.  Lack of a weight room and running track on Demeter had been made up for by a strictly rationed diet and lots of hiking in full battle rattle.  I was directed to pick them up before Close of Business today.


  The second message told me she’d just received a request for me to report to the DSI field office near the Fleet Headquarters complex for a quick debrief with the Department’s senior liaison to the Commonwealth military.  I grunted quietly in disgust.


  Shit, that’s gonna’ eat up the rest of the morning and probably through lunch.  Fucking spooks.


  I glanced around, then checked the map on my ‘link.  The office was only about two kilometers away; it would probably be faster just to walk there than to wait for a bus, even if the busses were air conditioned.  I messaged the Captain that I was heading to the DSI offices, then I tucked my ‘link back onto my belt and started walking.


  Ugly, blocky, stark-white construction was pretty much universal for every military structure in Tartarus, and the only way one was different from another was size.  Since Fleet HQ was the big dog here, their buildings were the biggest and most obnoxious.  They stretched a full kilometer down the center of the city, arrayed on either side of a pair of flagpoles and a five-meter-wide Space Fleet seal set in the pavement of the sidewalk.


  I passed more and more brass with every step, and my arm was beginning to ache from saluting by the time I cleared the area.  I think the highest rank I saluted was an Admiral, a serious-looking, pinch-faced woman dragging a retinue of aides and toadies.  They walked only far enough to enter a waiting limousine, resplendent in Fleet blue and flying flags on either side of the hood with three stars on each.  Not too many senior officers walked anywhere in this city if they could help it.


  By comparison with Fleet HQ, the DSI office was modest and yet fashionable.  It had a core of buildfoam of course, but with a veneer of natural looking faux wood paneling and a sloped roof shingled in green.  It was only three stories tall and looked almost inviting.  The entrance was an old-fashioned, hinged double door painted a green that matched the shingles.


  I caught a barely-audible click when I reached for the knob and it opened at my pull.  I wondered if they read the ID transponder woven into the material of my name tag and unlocked the door just for me.  Just inside the door was a vestibule that widened out into a small atrium where a circular couch basked in the glow from a tall, clear window looking out on the street.  I looked around for anyone I could ask for directions, but there was no one in the vestibule or the atrium, and all the doors set in the hallways radiating off of it were closed and unlabeled.


  “Sergeant Munroe.”  The voice was coming over the ear bud from my ‘link.  I looked around, as if I could tell where it was coming from, even though on a conscious level I knew it was probably automated.  “You are scheduled for an appointment with Mr. Gregorian.  Please take the elevator to the third floor, take a left and then proceed to the last office on your right.”


  The elevator, I saw after a brief scan, was off to the left side of the atrium, in a long stretch between offices.  It opened as I approached it, then closed with what seemed like a dangerous swiftness the microsecond I was clear of it.  The inside was soft plastic in a soothing earth tone, unmarked and lacking any sort of manual control, but it began ascending almost before the door was fully closed.


  No one, I was convinced, ever went anywhere by accident in this building.


  I was deposited on the third floor, and I half expected the elevator to deploy a boot and kick me out if I didn’t exit quickly enough.  The hall was tastefully decorated with plants at every window and actual, physical paintings, which seemed like quite the affectation for a government office.


  Again, the halls were deserted, which I thought was very odd.  Was no one working today?  I tried to remember what day it was locally and finally had to check my ‘link.  It wasn’t a holiday, not that the military ever took them.  I shrugged and kept moving until I reached a large, ornately inlaid door at the end of the hall, on the right.  No name, no number.


  I looked for a buzzer and couldn’t find one; my hand was poised to knock when the door swung open without so much as a creek of hinges.


  “Please come in, Sergeant,” the man who’d opened it said with a gesture.


  He was tall and trim, with a face that was either engineered or sculpted into perfect symmetry, hair and goatee neatly stylish.  His suit was the combination of perfect fit and unassuming elegance that had to have been grown in a nanite vat from measurements taken by a laser scan.  Everything about him screamed “money,” which wasn’t what I would have expected from a DSI officer, even one this high on the food chain.


  I stepped inside and he pushed the door shut.  We were in an anteroom to the main office, and I saw more artwork, plus a desk that looked to usually be the station of a human receptionist, but whoever had that job wasn’t working today.  The chair was empty, and I felt a curious, nagging buzz somewhere in my instinctive hind-brain.


  “I’m Mateo Gregorian, Sergeant,” the too-handsome man introduced himself, offering a hand.  I shook it and found it dry and soft.


  “Staff Sergeant Randall Munroe,” I returned, although he already knew who I was.  I looked around the room again automatically; something about it made me uncomfortable.  “What can I do for you, Mr. Gregorian?”


  “Well, Sergeant,” he said smoothly, “Demeter was quite an important joint operation, so, of course, we received regular updates from the military on the progress of the events there.”  He waved for me to follow him back towards his office, to another door, almost as ornate as the one in the hallway.  “Agent Chang filed a full brief on your actions during the occupation and I have to say, I’m very impressed with what you managed to accomplish with no formal training in guerilla tactics or insurgency operations, not to mention limited resources.”


  “I’m sorry about your Agent Kibaki,” I told him as he reached for the door handle.  He hesitated and looked back to me.


  “Yes, that was a tragic loss,” he acknowledged, with emotion in his voice that didn’t make it into his too-bright-to-be-natural green eyes.  “But, as I said, your actions caught the attention of some very important people.  One of them would like to speak with you.”


  His office was as spacious as I would have imagined someone with his tastes and proclivities might have, with a huge desk of faux mahogany and a high-backed chair upholstered in what was probably vat-grown leather in front of a large, polarized window looking out on a courtyard with a fountain.  There were shelves of what could have been wood with real, physical books on them.  I hadn’t seen many of those in my life and it must have cost quite a bit to have them shipped here, unless he’d had them fab’ed just to look important.


  All those details washed past me, noted but not dwelt on because my focus was elsewhere.  Sitting in a very expensive, well-cushioned divan across from the window was my mother.
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  “YOU KNOW, TYLER,” MOM said, standing and walking over to me, “your face was engineered to be aesthetically perfect.”  She ran a finger across my cheek and I flinched away from it.  “And you went and fucked it up.”


  I stared at her, eyes wide, disbelieving.  I should have acted immediately, should have run for my life, but I was frozen in absolute shock.  How in the hell had she found me here?


  “Mr. Gregorian,” she said, her voice calm and businesslike, “give us the room for a moment.”


  I didn’t even look back at him, but I heard the door close behind me.  Mother was dressed impeccably, and not one bead of sweat dotted her perfectly sculpted face or marred the fit of her tailored one-piece fuchsia business suit.  Her eyes were the cold blue of a glacier as she stood regarding me critically.


  “I know it’s not entirely your fault, Tyler,” she said, finally.  “I should never have allowed my grandfather to have such an influence on you at an early, impressionable age.”  She paced over to the window and stared down at the garden and the fountain at its center.  “It would have been satisfying to have him arrested for Mr. Konrad’s murder, but the old bastard still knows a trick or two.  He’s been even harder to find than you.”


  “How...”  I managed to choke out, but couldn’t quite finish the sentence.


  She turned and smiled at me in that patronizing, condescending way I’d always hated.


  “Oh, Tyler,” she said, shaking her head, “that hack, back-room doctor in Vegas might have been able to alter your DNA signature temporarily with that retrovirus, but only long enough to get you enlisted.  After a few months, it was back to normal.  And when you had your medical examination on the Tarawa after they picked you up from Demeter, the DNA profile was flagged by the DSI.”  She patted me on the shoulder and I fought to keep from flinching again.


  “I have some very good friends in the DSI; Mr. Gregorian, for one.”  She nodded behind me towards the door.  “He’s going places after this war’s over.”


  “Mother,” I said, forcing the words out of my mouth, forcing my brain to start working again, “did you order Konrad to kill Gramps?”


  She sniffed, the expression on her face annoyed.  “Konrad was a hammer.  He saw every problem as a nail.  I asked him to take care of the situation and he chose the solution that best suited his personality.”


  “Then I don’t feel so bad about killing him,” I said, my voice sounding harsh in my own ears.


  It had the desired effect:  Mom stared at me, eyes widening for just a moment before she composed herself.


  “So,” she said, finally, “that’s why you ran.”  She closed her eyes, letting out a breath.  “You know I would never have let you be arrested, Tyler...”


  “I knew that,” I agreed, finally feeling as if I had some control back.  “And I also knew you’d hold it over my head the rest of my life; use it to control me.  That wasn’t the life I wanted to lead.”


  She nodded slowly, a genuine smile spreading over her face.  “I am impressed, son.  I’d always thought you were too soft, too malleable.  You let your great-grandfather mold your dreams, let Anna make your plans for you, never really showed initiative.  This,” she motioned towards my utility fatigues, “as batshit insane as it is, at least shows you have balls, if not brains.”  She shrugged.  “Hopefully, the psychological deprogramming can get rid of the brainwashing from Cesar without losing that independent streak.”


  “That’s not who I am anymore,” I said.


  “Not currently,” she agreed sweetly.  “But I’m sure the facial resculpt will be nearly as easy as the psych probe.”


  “Why the hell can’t you just leave me here?”  I demanded, feeling a red haze of anger that I remembered well from arguments with her.  “For God’s sake, wouldn’t it be easier to just start over with a new kid instead of trying to make me into something I’m not going to be?”


  “You know too much you don’t even know you know,” she said cryptically.  “I have the choice of taking you back and setting you straight...or killing you.”  I searched her face for any sign she was bluffing, but there was none.  She cocked her head to the side, contemplatively.  “I may not be the best mother in the Commonwealth, Tyler, but I’d rather not have my own son killed.  I intend to live a very long life, and that’s not something I wish to have on my conscience the whole time.”


  “You don’t have a fucking conscience,” I told her flatly.  “And I’m not going back with you.  I’d rather rot in a cell than be your puppet.”


  “Oh, my sweet boy,” she said, in a tone that would have been called fond from anyone else.  “I apologize if I’ve given you the idea that you have a choice.”


  The door opened behind me as if on cue; and who knows, maybe it was.  I looked around and saw four armored individuals squeezing through the opening to cut me off from any avenue of escape.  Each of them carried a wicked-looking stun baton rather than a gun, so I guessed Mom was telling the truth about not wanting to kill me.  My eyes flickered to the office window, but I rejected it immediately; there was no way it wasn’t shatter-proof trans-plas.


  “These ladies and gentlemen,” Mother said, “will escort you to our courier at the spaceport.  I will join you there after I take care of some technicalities here in town, and then we will have several days in Transition Space to discuss your future.  If you give them any trouble, son, they can and will make things very painful for you.”  The cold smile turned into something that might have been a snarl.  “And as much pain as you’ve caused me these last two years, I almost hope you do.”


  I didn’t say anything else to her and I didn’t resist as they pulled me backwards through the doorway.  It wouldn’t have done any good inside this building, which struck me as a very closely monitored and very secure facility.  If I was going to make a move, it would have to be somewhere else.  Patience was a lesson I’d learned on Demeter, because I sure as hell wouldn’t have had it two years ago.


  I went along passively, letting my shoulders relax, trying not to give any indication whatsoever that I was going to be trouble.  Mom probably knew I would be, but these people were likely Corporate Security Force muscle, like Konrad had been.  Ex-military, former DSI, people who’d been around the block and wouldn’t expect much from a kid like me.  I knew that because they hadn’t bothered to put me in a neural restraint, or patted me down for weapons.


  We took the elevator down, and again, saw no one.  I understood now that Mother had planned it that way.  The fewer witnesses to this, the better.  I looked at the CSF mercenary guards out of the corners of my eye as we rode the lift.  Their helmet visors were dark and unreadable, but their body language was still visible for anyone who cared to look.  Now that they were out of the view of my Mother, their stun batons were held low, the fingers of their off-hands loose and relaxed.  Only the one holding a hand loosely on my shoulder seemed to be actually looking at me.


  They tensed up slightly when we exited the building, probably because that seemed like the most obvious time to them that I might make a break for it.  Which was why I didn’t.  There was a hopper parked next to the curb, its ducted fans still spun up as it waited there with the canopy hatches propped open, getting odd looks from passers-by.  Its bulbous plastic body was flat black, with no markings and I wondered if it was Corporate Council or DSI.  Though, apparently, there wasn’t much difference anymore.  That they were using a hopper at all said a lot about the pull my Mom had; generally, no aircraft of any kind were allowed in the interior streets of the base.


  The one with his hand on my shoulder pushed me down and forward into the back row of seats, then slid in beside me while another of the guards entered through the door on the opposite side and the other two took the row just behind the pilot.  The hatches swung downward, and the ducted-fan helicopter leaped into the air before they had a chance to seal.  No one had bothered to strap in except the pilot, and they didn’t tell me to, either.  That was probably an affectation of ex-intelligence and ex-special ops types, because it was a one-way ticket to a non-judicial punishment in the Marines.


  The guy to the left of me reached up with his free hand and slid his visor up, revealing a weathered face with dark eyes and skin tanned brown by exposure to many different stars.  He grinned at me, shaking his head slightly inside his helmet.


  “You got one pissed off mother, kid,” he said, chuckling.  “Glad my mom is about ten light years away most of the time.”


  I didn’t reply, but the relaxed attitude seemed to spread; the one to my right raised her visor as well.  She was as old as the guy on the left, if paler.


  “You’re a Recon Marine?”  She asked me curiously.  “I was in Recon for a couple years before the DSI recruited me.  You drop anywhere?”


  “Demeter,” I told her, taking advantage of the distraction to slide my right hand into the thigh pocket of my fatigues.


  “Demeter?”  The man on my left repeated, frowning.  “Didn’t the military just drop there like a couple weeks ago?  How could you be back so soon?”


  Beneath the hopper, I could see the Fleet HQ sliding away as we headed for the spaceport.  Up ahead, through the windscreen, I made out in the near distance the huge, paired buildings on both side of the street, known to sailor and soldier and Marine alike as MilPerCen:  the Military Personnel Center, where records were kept, adjusted, requested, and otherwise handled.  A covered pedestrian walkway stretched over the street between the buildings at the second story to ease traffic congestion, since that was the busiest road in the city.


  The timing would be very, very tricky; but it was all I could think of.


  “I went down the first time we dropped on Demeter, a year ago,” I told them.  “It was a total fuck-up, my whole platoon got killed and I was stranded there until they dropped on it again a few weeks ago.”


  “You spent a fuckin’ year on a Tahni-occupied world?”  The woman asked me, mouth agape.  “Holy shit, boy!”


  “Shit, I’d be fucked up after living through that,” the man declared.


  “There’ve been a few after-effects,” I admitted, keeping my voice conversational, keeping them at ease.  “It made me a bit paranoid.”


  “Yeah?”  The guy grunted.  “How so?”


  “Well,” I said, looking over to meet his eyes, keeping them off my hands, “for instance, I’m uncomfortable going anywhere without a weapon...”


  Then I buried the ceramic blade of my hold-out knife in his groin.  His scream was still forming when I lashed out with a hammer-fist that smashed flat the nose of the woman seated next to me.  The two in the seat in front were just starting to look around when I hit the button to open the left-side door of the craft.


  Wind screamed into the cabin, competing with the screams of the two guards I’d attacked and the shouts of the pilot.  I could feel the hopper descending and slowing as the pilot tried to set us down, fighting against the turbulence from the open hatch.  We’d been just above the street, above the top floor level of the twin MilPerCen buildings, and now we were coming down directly between them.


  I clambered over the one I’d stabbed, elbowing him in the face and pulling the knife from his body as one of the guards in the next seat up tried to grab for me.  His forearm was armored, but his wrist was not, for flexibility.  I stabbed the knife through his wrist and into the seat cushion, then jumped out the open hatch into a blur of building and street.


  I felt my stomach trying to eject via my mouth as I hit free fall for just about two seconds, and then the white polymer of the walkway cover rushed up to meet me.  I’d been taught how to fall in Recon training: balls of the feet, heels, thigh, ass and shoulder.  I still hit hard and my head still banged against the tough plastic with enough force to make me see stars, and then I was rolling towards the edge, out of control.


  I yelled a wordless shout of pure fright and dug my fingernails in until I hit a ridge in the plastic that ran the length of the walkway and I stopped tumbling.  I grunted as I pulled myself to my feet and saw the hopper still trying to come down to street level, its hatch still yawning open.  I looked down at the street and saw a cargo truck passing beneath the walkway, and without thinking too much or too well, I jumped for it.


  It wasn’t as far as the leap from the hopper, nor was the truck moving as fast, but I’d just been body-slammed once and this was adding insult to injury.  I hit on the same side as the first time and I felt a wave of dull pain through my shoulder and into my chest, knocking the wind out of me.  I couldn’t rest, though; those CSF mercs would be calling for help, and I doubted they’d be as gentle or good-natured about it this time.


  The truck was slowing down, probably because the driver had heard the sound of me slamming into the cargo box, or maybe because the automated driving AI had detected it; military trucks had human drivers for the most part, while civilian contractors used computerized ones.  I didn’t stick around to find out, just ran to the back and lowered myself down from the rim of the box, then hit the street running.


  People were staring, some pointing, but no MPs had come after me yet and I needed to keep it that way.  I cut into an alley between the MilPerCen building on the west side of the road and the storage warehouse next door and started sprinting.  Marine HQ was this way, and, honestly, it was the only place I could think to go.


  #
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  “WHAT IN THE LIVING hell have you gotten yourself into, Munroe?”  Captain Yassa demanded, almost before she’d opened the door.


  I glanced out into the hallway behind her but didn’t see anything as she stepped through into the barracks room and shut it behind her.  I’d picked this place to meet because I knew it was empty; there’d been a water leak, and, military efficiency being what it was, they’d shut down the whole corner of the building for a week while they waited for a work order.  Everything had been stripped from the room down to the bed frames and I’d been squatting on the floor against the far wall, waiting; waiting for Yassa or a squad of MPs if she’d decided to call them.


  “What have they told you?”  I asked her, coming to my feet.


  “Not a damn thing,” she snapped, hands planted on her hips.  “The DSI issued an alert that you were to be arrested immediately, on sight, and turned over to them ‘for questioning.’  What the hell did you do to piss off the DSI?”


  “It’s not the DSI that’s pissed at me,” I told her.  “It’s my mother.”


  “Your mother?”  She repeated, eyes narrowing.  “What the hell does your mother have to do with this?”


  “Captain...”  I trailed off, wondering what I should tell her.


  Fuck it, tell her everything.  If you can’t trust her, then you might as well just turn yourself in.


  So I did.  I left nothing out, from Anna to killing Konrad to Gramps.  Yassa listened intently, eyes wider as the story went along, and only interrupted once.


  “Wait a second,” she held up a hand.  “You’re telling me that your great-grandfather is Cesar Torres?  The Master Gunnery Sgt. Cesar Torres?”


  I frowned in confusion.  “You know Gramps?”  I wondered.


  “If you’d managed to get into the Academy, Munroe,” she told me, shaking her head, “you’d know that Cesar Torres is one of the most highly decorated Marines in the history of the Corps.”  She chuckled softly and leaned back against the wall of the dimly-lit barracks.  “No wonder you’re a natural at this.  You had Gunny Torres basically raising you.”  She waved her hand.  “But go on, get to the part where the DSI wants to arrest you.”


  “Apparently,” I said, raising my hands in a helpless shrug, “when the Tarawa picked me up from Demeter and gave me a physical exam in the ship’s med bay, they did a standard DNA test, and whatever procedure the Street Surgeon in Vegas did to me had worn off.  My DNA was flagged by the DSI and they called Mom.  She was waiting for me at the DSI field office and she had her team of Corporate Security Force goons ready to take me to the spaceport...”


  When I’d finished the story, ending with the ‘link I’d “confiscated” from a private to message her to meet me, she whistled softly and leaned her head back against the wall.


  “Jumped out of a moving hopper onto the MilPerCen pedestrian bridge, huh?”  She laughed, a full-throated chuckle.  “Damn, I wish I’d seen that.”


  “I can’t stay here,” I said, not quite as amused as her.  “The DSI will track me eventually, even without my ID transponder.”  I waved at the T shirt I was wearing; I’d left my transponder-equipped top stuffed in a trash container.


  “We need to get you off-planet ASAP,” she agreed, eyes narrowing as she seemed to seriously consider the matter.  “I’m sending an advance team up to the Belleau Wood to get things ready for the company to ship out.  The team is scheduled to leave tomorrow morning, but I think I can get that pushed up to tonight without ruffling too many feathers.”


  “That’s great,” I said, “but the second I show up on the manifest of a shuttle at the port, the DSI is going to pull me off it and lock me up.”


  “Gunny Prochaska boarding that shuttle won’t set off any alarms,” she told me, a mischievous glint in her eye.  “He’s supposed to be in charge of the team.”  She grinned lopsidedly.  “I’m assuming you’ve been in the Corps long enough to fake being a Gunny for a couple days?”


  “You think that’ll really work?”  I asked her, finally feeling a surge of hope and trying not to let it blind me to reality.  “Won’t they know I’m not him once I get on board the Belleau Wood?”


  “By then it won’t matter,” she assured me.  “They don’t report their manifest to the port until they’re ready to leave orbit.”  She shrugged.  “When you get to the ship, just report to Chief Dillon and tell him I said Gunny Prochaska had to get a medical procedure done and couldn’t make it.”  She moved back to the door.  “You wait here, and I’ll go get one of the Gunny’s tops with his ID chip in it, then grab your armor and weapons from the armory.  Then you can just walk right out of here in full armor with your helmet on and no one’ll know the difference.”


  “Captain,” I said, stopping her just as she was about leave.  “Thank you.”


  I wanted to ask her why she was going this far, taking this big of a risk to help me, but I was scared I’d make her change her mind.


  “You’re one of mine, Munroe,” she said, answering the question I was afraid to ask.  “I take care of mine.”
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  “IT’S REALLY FUCKING cold out here, Sarge,” Sanders said, stripping off his parachute and slipping on his backpack.


  “Keep the comms clear,” I snapped at him, but I definitely agreed.  It had to be negative ten or so, and even the insulation in our skinsuits and armor wasn’t cutting it.


  Loki was barely habitable, and I didn’t know why the hell either we or the Tahni wanted it.  Well, actually, I did know:  Loki was the only habitable world in the Asgard system, and it was the moon of a gas giant, which made it a logical choice to locate the food production facilities and rotating crew quarters for the deuterium/tritium mines in the atmosphere of the planet.


  It also had the honor of being the very last human colony left occupied by the Tahni, mostly because we hadn’t gotten around to it until now and the Tahni didn’t have the ships to evacuate it anymore.  But there were still human prisoners here, and expensive atmosphere mining equipment in orbit around the gas giant, so here we were.


  “Snap to it, First Squad!”  I said, watching the last of them bury their chutes and shoulder their packs.  We were still getting our shit together faster than the rest of the platoon, but I wasn’t going to let them know that.


  I scanned around the mountain pass where we’d dropped, a wide swathe of flat ground cut through the high and rugged peaks west of Jotunheim, the biggest and pretty much only city on the moon.  You could see the city—-well, the town, really—-from up here, the only glowing lights in the darkness of the late spring snowstorm that closed in around us, peeking out from between thirty-meter-tall imported pines genetically engineered to survive the winters here.   Jumping in this shit, and in the mountains, had been damned tricky, and I was starting to wish we’d been the platoon detailed to back up the “Intelligence assets” who were attacking the mining platform.


  I knew what that meant:  my old friends in the Glory Boys.  The moon colony wasn’t even important enough to rate their involvement, so Recon got to do this one all by ourselves.  I wasn’t unhappy about that, either; this was what we were trained to do and part of me rebelled at the thought of being back-up to anyone, even some super-commando out of the R&D boys at Fleet.


  “Third squad’s up, Gunny,” I reported to Prochaska just as soon as all my boys and girls were in their security perimeter, facing outwards with their rifles at the ready.


  “What took you so long, Munroe?”  The Gunny asked, with a sarcastic tone I’d gotten use to during the flight over from Inferno.  He’d given me some shit about taking his spot in the prep team, but he’d seen how serious I’d been about the squad and getting to know everyone’s strengths and weaknesses.  “Come on, First and Second, the new kid’s making you look bad!”


  It only took another thirty seconds for the other two squads to get themselves squared away; and once we were all in a perimeter that covered 360 degrees, Lt. Medupe huddled briefly on a private channel with the Gunny, then turned and gave us the signal to follow.


  “Move out, Third,” the young officer ordered in his gently accented voice, smooth enough to be a singer and not at all what I had expected when I first saw him.  He was a massive individual, a full head taller than me, with hands big enough to engulf mine.


  My squad took point, with Lance Corporal Sanders in the lead, moving carefully down the mountain road, watching for any indication of sensor pods.  Even though I didn’t really expect much in the way of electronic security because of how isolated this place was, we still had to check for it.  We had to move cautiously but not slowly; Captain Yassa and First Platoon were going to be hitting the Tahni barracks at the same time as we were scheduled to hit the detention facilities.  Any delay increased the chances one or the other force would be detected.


  It was a five-kilometer hike down the mountain road, and it took us a good two and a half hours to complete it, between moving tactically, watching for sensor traps and walking through the ten-centimeter-deep snow.  It was well after midnight local time when we reached the outskirts of Jotunheim, and we could only discern the beginnings of the town by the presence of an empty snow tractor parked in a gap between the trees.


  No one was outside, not Tahni nor human, no one apart from us.  There were no High Guard troops here, and of the lone light company of Shock-Troops stationed on Loki, only a platoon would be on duty at the detention center.  We’d scouted the place out with drones from three weeks ago right up to this morning and there wouldn’t be any surprises waiting for us.  If the place were crewed by humans rather than Tahni, I’d say they’d surrender rather than fight, but most Tahni minds didn’t work that way.


  Except Colonel Renn-Tann; his cynical betrayal was almost human.  I wondered what had happened to him.


  We cut into the trees just a hundred meters or so from the first buildings we could see, skirting the circumference of the town’s roughly oval shape until we reached the raw-white buildfoam dome that had once been a winter barn for the cross-gene cattle they raised here, part bison and part musk-ox.  Now, and for the last few months, it functioned as a prison for what was left of the civilian government, plus any of the bigger ranch-owners deemed too independent and dangerous to be allowed to walk free to work for their new masters...or, in some cases, the families of those people.


  There’d been over a thousand put into the place after it had been converted; God knew how many were still alive.  The sort of simple mesh fence the Tahni favored surrounded the place, along with security floodlights on towers at intervals, but no exterior guards.  They probably monitored the place with cameras and considered that enough.  The whole planet had a population of under 10,000 people, and more than half lived out in the ranches.  The Tahni hadn’t bothered to occupy the ranches or imprison most of the people who worked on them.  They’d simply made sure they weren’t armed, then sent out patrols every few weeks to collect milk and meat for the captives and workers in town.


  The Tahni didn’t eat the meat, of course; their rations came from the algae and soy farms out by the fusion reactor.  I wasn’t sure if they knew that most of the locals didn’t usually eat the steaks either; they were the moon’s chief export, delicacies sold to the upper-crust, to people like my mother.


  But they hadn’t been bothering to collect the meat these last three weeks, since the last recorded message had come through their communications satellite from the nearest wormhole jumpgate.  That had been the message that had told them the Commonwealth military had seized the next system along the jumpgate path, and there would be no further orders from the Imperium.  They hadn’t been told there wouldn’t be any relief from Transition Drive ships either, but you’d think they’d have guessed it by now.


  Sanders halted a few dozen meters from the fence, as close as we could approach without leaving the tree-line.  I held up a fist and everyone behind us sank to the prone.  I felt the frigid dampness of the snow enveloping me as I sank into it, keeping just my head and my rifle above it.  Behind me, Lt. Medupe high-crawled up to our position with deceptive stealth for someone his size, his rifle cradled in his arms.  He touched helmets with me rather than using the radios this close to their detection equipment.


  “We’re set,” he told me.  “Launch the jammer.”


  I gave him a thumbs-up, then reached over and slapped Lance Corporal Hohenthaner on the boot.  She looked around and I gestured towards the fence.  She knew what I was signaling for; we’d rehearsed it on the boat over at least a hundred times.  Hohenthaner slipped a grenade out of her tactical vest and quickly and dexterously loaded it into her under-barrel launcher.  The round was a new addition for this mission, developed for the DSI and Fleet Intelligence and filtering down to us now, when the war was winding down and it was almost too late to use it.  Typical.


  She aimed the round at the nearest of the security towers, near where it tied in with the fence, then pulled the trigger.  The round left the launcher on a puff of coldgas, then the rocket motor ignited for just a moment, giving it just enough momentum to carry it across the distance to the fence.  It was about a half meter from the tower when the warhead burst in a puff of electrostatically charged gas and a crackling, sizzling arc of electricity travelled up and down the security tower, dimming the floodlight for a half a second.


  “Go!”  Medupe yelled, but we were already moving.


  It wouldn’t take the Tahni long to realize their cameras and fence sensors were down, and we had to be through it before they did.  I had the power-cutters out of my belt pouch already, and I let my rifle retract on its sling into my chest as I ran, keeping it steady with my left hand while we sprinted the sixty meters to the fence.  The snow sucked my boots down and made each step an effort, but I knew I couldn’t let myself be slower than the people I was leading.


  The helmet’s warming filters couldn’t keep up with the amount of air I was sucking in and I felt the chill of the night burning in my chest and that short run seemed to take hours.  Then the fence rushed up on me and I nearly ran into it, falling to my knees and wedging the power cutters into the wires.  They sliced through the tough metal wire like it wasn’t there, and in just a few seconds, I’d opened up a hole nearly a meter wide and half that high, and Sanders was already squeezing through before I finished.  I let him and Hohenthaner by before I crawled through myself, stowing the cutters and pulling my rifle back to a ready position.


  I knelt by the fence and waited for the rest of my squad to move through, slapping each on the arm and pointing them to the side of the building where the others were setting up security.  Once the last had passed, Lt. Medupe squeezed through, the edges of his broad, armored shoulders scraping against the severed ends of the fence.  He came up into a crouch beside me and touched helmets again.


  “We’re going in with your squad,” he said, repeating the op plan I’d already heard on the ship a dozen times.  “Gunny Prochaska will keep First squad in the tree-line for over-watch while Second pulls security outside the building.”


  “Roger that, sir,” I said, then jogged to the wall where the rest of the squad was huddled, watching outward with Gauss rifle muzzles bristling.  Between the bare white wall, the snow and their chameleon camouflage, it was hard to even see them.


  I found Sanders and got his attention, signaling for him to move out.  He kept a shoulder against the rough, featureless buildfoam of the outer wall and began loping around the circumference of the dome.  I let the rest of his fire team go ahead of me, then jumped in between them and the other team and followed Sanders’ group to the side entrance.  A rolling shutter door stood there, half buried in snow, broad enough to drive cattle through it in better days.  It would have been difficult and noisy to open, but luckily there was a service entrance beside it, still fitted with its pre-invasion palm plate.


  Hohenthaner had the door-cracker and she held it up in front of the plate, looking back at me for the go signal.  I glanced back and saw Lt. Medupe at the rear of the squad; he shot me a thumbs-up and I relayed the gesture to Hohenthaner.  She was the squad’s official electronic warfare “expert,” which in practice meant she got to carry a lot of extra tech shit and better her than me.


  She touched the cracking module to the plate and I saw a subdued red light on the back of the compact cube turn green; the door popped open a few centimeters, letting a dim sliver of light through into the snowy dark.  Sanders didn’t need to be told; he slipped past Hohenthaner and through the door as quickly and quietly as possible, with the next two Marines on his heels.


  I butted ahead of Hohenthaner and found myself on a short, concrete walkway on the other side of the railing that delineated a plastic-lined cattle chute.  The chute ran just a couple dozen yards, under the shadow of a walkway and into a corral lined with sand.  The first three Marines in the lead fire team were crouched at the edge of the chute, just inside the shadows, with their weapons pointed up and out.  There was a dim glow coming from chemical ghostlights lining the interior walls; no other lights were turned on in the big chamber.


  I paused for a moment just beside Sanders, taking a knee and examining the output from my helmet sensors on my HUD.  There was movement up ahead, and the thermal signatures and heartbeat patterns of several humanoids, but no electrical readings like there would have been from the servos or the batteries of a Shock-Trooper’s exoskeleton.  I turned back to Lt. Medupe and gestured that I was going to take a look.  He flashed me the okay and I descended to my belly and began high-crawling over the thin cover of sand, grateful that my armor would keep it away from my skin.  I’d had my fill of sand inside my clothes in Boot Camp.


  There was a slight uphill slant to the ramp, and as I neared the peak of it, I could see that a metal-railed fence stretched across the corral, with a gate in the middle.  Standing just this side of it were two unarmored Tahni, the sort of older, tired-out and broken-down soldiers they used for work like guarding civilian prisoners they didn’t consider dangerous.  That made sense; they wouldn’t keep anyone with any ideas of breaking out this close to a flimsy door with little security.  They were carrying laser carbines, and had the stance I’d seen before, on Demeter, the disinterested slouch of someone who knew they were doing something pointless in a lost cause.  I edged closer and finally saw the prisoners they were guarding.


  There were at least two hundred of them, and most were children between about six or seven and maybe ten or eleven at the oldest.  No toddlers, no teenagers.  The few adults were hugely pregnant women, something I’d never seen among Mom’s social circle back home; people in that economic niche didn’t carry babies to term, they had them transferred to an artificial womb, or a surrogate if you were old-fashioned.  There were a couple dozen of the women and they shared one trait with the children:  they were all stick-thin, like they’d been on starvation rations for at least a couple weeks now.  Most of the children were asleep, huddled under scraps of cloth or old jackets they were using for blankets, pressed together in groups of three or four or five for warmth, but a few of the women were still awake, holding their arms around themselves and shivering visibly in the raw cold of the holding area.


  I felt a rage burning in my gut that had built up over the course of a year.  I forced it down long enough to check the other side of the chamber and see that it was demarcated by a line of troughs where cattle brought in for the winter could be fed or watered.  After that was a blank wall with double doors built into it, but there were no more guards.  They must have figured that two was enough for a bunch of kids and pregnant women.


  Both the guards were facing away from me.  I knew what I should do:  I should edge backwards to the LT and signal to him what I’d seen, then send Sanders and one of his team to take these guys out.  That was what I should have done.


  Instead, I slowly and silently unclipped my Gauss rifle from its sling, letting it settle onto the soft sand, then I slipped my combat knife from its thigh sheath.  In one, smooth motion I was up and charging at the back of the one on the right.  He never turned around and I buried the ten-centimeter blade into his spine at the base of his neck.  He gasped wordlessly and stiffened, beginning to topple forward, but by then I was moving again, my attention on the second guard.


  I was close enough to see the silver strands in the queue wrapped around his neck, close enough to see his oddly-pointed teeth as he opened his mouth to shout a warning, would have been close enough to smell his breath if my helmet hadn’t blocked it out.  He tried to bring around his laser carbine, but I slammed my armored left forearm down and punched it out of his hands, and then my right arm was wrapping around his neck as I slid behind him.


  He tried to land an elbow strike, but the armor plating over my torso made the blow even more ineffectual than it would have been anyway.  I was cutting off his airway already, stifling the shout of warning he’d been about to give, and when I added the pressure of my other arm he started to asphyxiate.  I could feel his desperation and I knew he might try to grab at a sidearm or knife, so I twisted around, taking him off his feet, then slammed him into the ground beneath me.


  I heard the choked grunt, felt the air try to rush out of him, felt him shudder as the last dregs of consciousness left him.  Once he was out, I let him loose and clambered to my feet.  I picked my Gauss rifle off the ground where I’d left it, reversed it, and slammed the stock into the side of his head.  The crack of his skull fracturing was loud enough to be audible, and one of the women looked around, her eyes drawn by the motion.  Those eyes went wide when she saw me, and I mimed an exaggerated shushing motion.  She nodded, mouth open in disbelief.


  I grabbed the Tahni I’d clubbed to death by the ankle and dragged him back towards the shadows, his blood smeared across sand that soaked it up thirstily.  Sanders jumped up without being told and took the one I’d knifed, pulling him back as well.  Lt. Medupe walked up next to me and touched helmets.


  “That was impressive, Sgt. Munroe,” he said, and I could see his eyes flashing beneath his visor.  “Don’t ever fucking do it again.”


  “Aye, aye, sir,” I said readily.  “Sorry, sir.”


  I heard a skeptical snort at that, but he just shook his head in resignation.  “Leave one man here to watch over the civilians, then move out.  There are more humans being held in this place and we need to get them secured.”


  The Lieutenant was right, I decided as I went to convey the orders to my squad.  I wasn’t sorry at all.


  #
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  THE RISING SYSTEM PRIMARY, Asgard, was a faint, hazy glow that barely lightened the grey shroud over the Jotunheim spaceport.  Spaceport was too lofty a name for the bare, black plain of the fusion-form landing field a kilometer outside the city, but it was all we had.  I sat on an empty ammo shipping case tossed aside when our attached platoon of battlesuit troopers had landed much earlier this morning, hours before dawn.


  The grey titans patrolled the city now, watching for any Tahni holdouts and guarding the Fleet medical techs who had set up a temporary clinic back in the dome where the civilian captives had been held.  There were about eight hundred of them, all told.  There’d been over a thousand three weeks ago.  We’d found the shallow pit dug into the frozen soil just outside the city limits where they’d disposed of the ones who hadn’t survived.  There were an awful lot off small bodies being pulled out of that pit.


  Lt. Medupe had detailed Second squad to work with the medics getting food supplies from the Belleau Wood’s cargo shuttles transported to the civilians, and Third to run a quick sweep through the buildings of the city to check for more civilians or Tahni hold-outs.  First had been given a break, probably half because the LT was afraid I’d run off and try to find more Tahni to kill if I had to deal with the freed prisoners.  They were all in pretty bad shape, the adults even worse than the children.


  We hadn’t encountered any Shock-Troops at all in the storage building where the civilians had been kept.  According to Captain Yassa, who’d been with the platoon who’d assaulted the barracks, most of the exoskeletons had broken down from the cold and they’d taken the place with no friendly casualties.  She’d sounded disappointed that there hadn’t been much opposition.


  I was only disappointed there hadn’t been more of them to kill.  I’d been brooding here at the edge of the tarmac for about an hour while the rest of the squad went through a line for hot chow inside a heated tent that the Fleet boys had set up fifty meters farther down.  I could keep an eye on them from here without having to talk to them.  Before I’d wandered over here, Sanders and a couple others had kept enthusing how I was such a “badass” for killing the two Tahni guards and I really didn’t want to hear it.


  What bothered me the most, though, was the fact that I couldn’t stay on the run forever.  We were scheduled to make the hop back to Inferno in a couple days and I’d be picked up the minute we touched down on-planet, maybe even when we docked with the space station.  Captain Yassa had promised me she’d try to figure out a way to hide me until we got down to Inferno, but I wasn’t hopeful.  This was the DSI and the Corporate Security Force we were talking about, and they had some major resources between them.  I’d bought a little time, but that was it.


  I had my helmet off; even with the cold, I wanted to take advantage of the opportunity to breath in fresh air, not recycled shipboard crap.  That’s why I didn’t register the ship coming in until it nearly landed on top of me.  It was quiet for a ship the size of an Attack Command missile cutter, maybe a hundred meters long and half that wide, but this was no missile boat.  It was flat black with mind-bending curves and no markings at all, and I’d only seen the like of it once before; it belonged to the Glory Boys.


  I rose from my seat and watched as it touched down on the tarmac, its landing jets whining and sending out the hot breath of a dragon that was a relief from the cold, until its treads hit and it settled into their suspension.  The whining roar died away along with the hot wind, and a ramp opened up from the ship’s belly, just behind her cockpit.  The man who walked down it was tall and rangy and wearing utility fatigues instead of the camouflaged combat suit I was used to seeing.


  Cowboy met me halfway between his stealth ship and my improvised chair and offered a hand.  I shook it warily; I respected the hell out of what this guy could do, but I didn’t know if I would have considered him an acquaintance, much less a friend.


  “Hey, Cowboy,” I said.  “Where’s Kel?”


  “He had things to do at the gas mine,” the Fleet Intelligence agent told me, waving in the general direction of the gas giant, invisible behind the grey cloud cover.  “But I saw on the Fleet manifests that you were over here on Loki and thought I’d stop by.”


  I raised an eyebrow.  That was a not-insignificant waste of time and fuel.  “Well thanks for thinking of me, but that seems like a long way to go to just say hello.”


  He crossed his arms and regarded me silently for a moment with a flat, neutral stare that made me feel like an exhibit on display.


  “It would have been a long way to go just to say hello to Staff Sgt Randall Munroe,” he admitted.  “But it’s not that far at all to apprehend Tyler Callas.”


  I felt my breath quicken unconsciously and I tried to keep it under control.  A mad desperation made me think about going for my pistol, but I knew that was a waste of time.  Cowboy could disarm and incapacitate me before my hand twitched.  This was it.  There was nowhere left to run and no way to fight.  Mother would win the way she always did.


  “I didn’t know you were working for the Corporate Council,” I said bitterly, trying to keep my hands away from my weapons.


  He laughed at that, a long, slow chuckle that sounded genuinely amused.


  “Mr. Callas, we all work for the Corporate Council one way or another,” he told me.  “But I’m not here to arrest you.”


  “Then why are you here?”  I asked him.


  “You gotta’ know by now,” he said in a Texas twang, “that you can’t run like this forever.  They will catch up to you, probably sooner than later.  Unless you have someone running interference for you...someone with a few more connections than your Company Commander.”


  “Why would you do that for me?”  I felt a slight lightening of the blackness closing in around me.  I didn’t want to give into that feeling because I still wasn’t sure if this was a trick.


  “Two reasons, Mr. Callas,” he said, and I noticed his stance relaxing, as if he’d decided he wasn’t worried about me pulling a gun on him anymore.  “For one thing, despite what your mother thinks, you aren’t ready to step up and take a Council position.  It’s not who you are now, but I think you might be in a place where you’ll want to do it one of these days, after you get the chance to live your own life for a while.  And maybe I want a Corporate Council Executive who owes me one.”


  I wanted to laugh at that notion, but I kept my face as stony as I could, nodding to encourage him to keep going.


  “Second,” he went on, “you’re too valuable an asset to stick away somewhere locked up while they scramble your brains.”


  “An asset?”  I repeated, cocking my eyebrow.  “For who?”


  “Right now, for the Marines,” he said, gesturing around at the military aircraft.  “I know the Corporate Council leadership doesn’t consider the Tahni to be a major threat to their interests, but I respectfully disagree.  Maybe that’s because I’m closer to the problem.”  He smiled, a genuine smile.  “Anyway, we can use every level head and straight shot we can get right now.  But I was thinking more after the war.”  He shrugged.  “I expect to have a position of responsibility by then, a position that might require, let’s say, independent contractors to do work for me from time to time.”


  “What kind of work?”  I wanted to know.


  “Just the occasional favor,” he said, his tone minimizing words that seemed pretty ominous to me.  “Nothing that’ll interfere with whatever life you choose to lead.  And I swear...”  He pronounced it “aah sware.”  “...your mother will not find out where you are.  You don’t have to deal with her until and unless you decide you’re ready to.”


  I faced away from him, staring out into the grey gloom, feeling the snow flurries that were all that was left of last night’s storm teasing coldly at my neck.


  “This feels a lot like making a deal with the Devil.”


  “It may be,” he admitted readily enough.  “But as devils go, am I better or worse of one than Patrice Damiani?”


  I realized that there was no point in debating this.  I had the choice between immediate punishment or some odious duty in a hazy, distant future.  At twenty-one, the future seemed pretty far away.  I turned back and nodded in fatalistic acceptance.


  “All right, Cowboy.  You’ve got a deal.”  I snorted humorlessly.  “Do we sign it in our blood?”


  He laughed at that, and despite the fact that it sounded genuine and homey, it was a chilling sound.


  “Deals like these,” he said, “always get signed in other people’s blood.”
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    Chapter Twenty-Three
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  TAHN-KHANDRANDA, CAPITAL city of Tahn-Skyyiah and literally “the Spirit of the Empire” in their language, was an impressive sight from the air, particularly when so many people down there were trying to kill us.  I’d tied my helmet HUD into the exterior cameras on the nose of the lander, and I could see the missiles rising up from launchers that had been concealed in the city under supposedly civilian buildings.  Gauss cannons on the cruisers in orbit spoke each time a launch site fired, pounding buildings into ash and dust, but the missiles still rose, from one launcher after another, to seek out hundreds of Marine landers and dozens of assault shuttles.


  Most of the landers carried battlesuited troops; this one and a dozen others like it carried Recon Marines, bound for one mission or another that required our unique talents.  The ground-pounders were supposed to land in a perimeter around the city and move inward.  Recon was coming in right on top of it, to do what we did.  And a hell of lot of those missiles were coming straight at us.


  Countermeasures launched from under the lander’s wings, filling the camera view with a haze of electrostatically charged chaff surrounding magnesium flares, and I felt my stomach coming up through my throat as the aerospacecraft jinked wildly, rolling and banking in an evasive course.  I’d taken the anti-nausea meds before the flight, but I still had to clench my teeth closed and tighten my stomach muscles.  You did not want to throw up inside a battle helmet.


  Finally, we shook the missiles and straightened out, the view stabilizing enough for me to see the late morning light gleaming off of the spires and spheres of the city.  At least we didn’t have to worry about ground lasers; someone had taken down the fusion reactor just a few minutes ago, right before we’d been cleared for launch.  I would have taken a bet that I knew who those someones were.


  “Jesus Christ,” I heard Sanders muttering, obviously either forgetting or not caring that he was on an open channel.  “Can we not do that again?”


  “Stop whining, Sanders,” I admonished him, sympathizing but having to think about morale.  “You’re a Recon Marine, not a ground-pounder puke.  This is what we get paid for.”


  “Ooh-rah, Sgt. Munroe,” he responded with what was probably fake enthusiasm.  That was okay.  If you faked something long enough, it became real.


  I heard the “ooh-rah” echoed by the rest of my squad and grinned privately.  If nothing else, our little escapade on Loki had convinced them their squad-leader was not to be fucked with, and that had proven more useful than I thought it would be.  If your boss was a badass, that meant you wanted him on your side when the shit hit the fan and you’d do what he said without questioning.


  “Third Platoon,” I heard Lt. Medupe’s voice in my helmet, even though I couldn’t see him; he was on the row of seats that faced the lander’s opposite hull, “remember the drill:  when we touch down, take up cover and concealment in the buildings of the intersection.  Once the lander is away, we’ll move to the link-up a kilometer to the north, towards the Imperial palace.”


  We’d heard it before, but like the bravado, it was a necessary tool for morale.  Leaving aside that any one of us might have to take over and implement the plan if the Marines ahead of us in the chain of command fell, hearing the details again made it seem more likely to succeed, made the troops more comfortable with it.


  “Any word on who we’re linking up with, LT?”  That was Sgt. Morenz, First Squad leader.  She was a steady, thoughtful leader, if a bit talky for my tastes.


  “Intelligence assets is the only word we have,” Medupe said, and you could almost hear the helpless head-shake that went with need-to-know shit.


  “DSI spooks I bet,” Morenz speculated.  “I hate those guys.”


  “We’ll find out when we get there,” Gunny Prochaska growled.  “This is the big show, boys and girls.  Stay focused and don’t fuck up.”


  “Wheels down in thirty seconds,” Medupe announced abruptly, probably getting the info from the pilot on a command channel.  “Third Squad on point, First on drag.”


  I felt a shudder go through the lander, heard a stuttering roar and I knew it was from the chin cannon.  I linked back up with the nose camera and saw the flare of rocket-propelled grenade rounds shooting downward into an intersection of two main roads through the Imperial City.  An armored vehicle was down there, with a squad of the Tahni home-world defense militia, their heavy KE turret pointed up at us along with each soldier’s individual weapon.


  The 50mm rocket grenades burst on the pavement between the troops, obscuring them in a spray of cement shards and metal fragments before the cannon-fire walked its way to the vehicle.  The on-board guidance and payload computers in each round switched the loads to armor-piercing and a spray of plasma and molten metal flared off the vehicle.  The turret ceased traversing and everything was still except for the drifting smoke.


  “LZ is hot,” Medupe announced, a bit redundantly for anyone paying attention to the camera feed, but not everyone would be.  “I say again, Landing Zone is hot!  Ten seconds.”


  The lander lurched to the left, then righted itself, and then the belly ramp began lowering with a whine of servos and a roar of jet engines.


  “Go!  Go!  Go!”  It was hard to tell if it was the LT or the Gunny yelling, or maybe they both were.  Then I was yelling it myself, yanking the quick-release on my seat restraints and pulling my Gauss rifle away from my chest on its retractable sling and heading down the ramp.


  “Wheels down” turned out to be a slight exaggeration; we were hovering about two meters off the pavement, the hot wash of the jets off the street below turning the rear ramp into a convection oven.  I let Sanders and his fire team Alpha drop first, watching them scurry to cover in the lee of the buildings around us like cockroaches fleeing the light of an open door.  Then I stepped out, bending my knees to absorb the impact and still having to shoot out a hand to catch pavement and keep my balance.  I’d had a position in mind since I saw it on the lander’s nose camera, and I gathered my legs beneath me and ran towards it.


  The Tahni buildings shared certain utilitarian features with any human structure, forced on them by the common realities of the effects of gravity and the physics of load-bearing walls.  While there were myriad aesthetic differences, walls were still more or less basically straight and corners were corners.  The building I headed for was several stories tall and octagonal in shape, the alleys between it and the next street over blocked off by low walls.  I tucked into the corner of one of those walls and the side of the building, about ten meters away from where I could see Sanders and Alpha Team spread out under an overhanging eaves across the alleyway.


  I turned back to the lander and saw the last of the platoon exiting the hovering ramp, and then the pitch of the engines changed and the exhaust from the variable thrust nozzles at the belly turned white hot and lifted the craft back up over the rooftops.  The armored vehicle across the intersection was still burning and the bodies of the soldiers lay twisted around it in pools of their blood.


  Shit like that might have bothered me, once.  Now I was just glad it was them and not us.


  “Third squad,” the LT broadcast over our platoon ‘net.  “Move out.”


  I motioned to Sanders and he led the platoon away from the cluster of buildings at the eight-way intersection.  The street was broad, wide enough for three of their cargo trucks to drive abreast, and my Marines spread out across it in a wedge that went from one side to the other.


  There were no civilians on the street.  I hadn’t thought about it at first, as I watched for threats and shepherded my squad into the correct interval and formation, but I hadn’t seen a single Tahni civilian the whole time I’d been following the nose camera view.  Maybe they were all in shelters; that would certainly make things simpler.  They’d had enough warning; our Fleet had Transitioned into the system days ago.


  Or maybe, I thought with a cynical pragmatism, they were all huddled in their homes, waiting this out.  And hundreds of them, maybe thousands, were dying as our Gauss cannons sought out the Surface to Air Missile sites their own government had scattered around those homes.


  Did they deserve that?  How much say did they have in the wars their government fought?  Any more say than the chawners in Trans-Angeles?  Any more than I did?


  I tried to feel bad for them, tried to work up some empathy.  Every time I did, though, I thought of the stick-figure survivors from Amity or Jotunheim and discovered that my empathy was pretty well used up.  They’d sewed the wind and they were reaping the fucking whirlwind.


  The farther inward we travelled, the taller the buildings became; I’d seen in the briefings that they decreased in height from the Imperial Palace as if the city itself were bowing to the Emperor.  I could see the twin, needle-thin spires of the Imperial Center towering high above the sprawling octagon of the palace, surrounded by the glistening white spheres that were the Three Temples of their faith.


  We saw two more patrols of the homeworld defense militia pass by on parallel streets, but they didn’t spot us and the LT instructed me to keep the formation moving while he called their positions in for airstrikes.  I heard the sonic booms of assault shuttles roaring by overhead more than once, but I didn’t know whether or not they were heading for our targets.


  It took us nearly twenty minutes to make it to the road intersection where the link-up was scheduled.  We settled in along opposite sides of the streets and I was grateful that Tahni architecture didn’t go for windows on the ground floor; it was one less thing to worry about.  I was still beginning to get antsy, sitting out there in broad daylight in the middle of the Tahni capital city, and I was about to say something to the LT about trying to get some people inside the buildings to make sure the roofs were clear when he radioed me.


  “The Intelligence assets are here,” he said on a private ‘net with me, which I found odd when I saw it on the readout.  “And they want to talk to you.”


  Oh, shit.


  I found the LT’s position with his IFF transponder and fell back to the stone thing that might have been a statue where he and Gunny Prochaska were taking cover.  Crouching there in chameleon camouflage combat suits, their hoods pulled off, were Cowboy, Kel, and two others who I hadn’t seen since the rendezvous on that vacuum moon a year and a half ago.  One was a short but athletic-looking woman with spikey hair and a pleasant, heart-shaped face; the other was a man, almost cartoonishly broad-shouldered and square-jawed, like something from a recruiting poster, with blond hair buzzed close to his scalp.  All of them carried weapons that looked too heavy for me to lift, much less carry through the streets.


  “Hey there, Munroe,” Cowboy said, nodding.  Kel threw me a one-finger salute.  “You know our sourpuss Okie here.  Maybe you remember Holly and Brian from our little palaver before Demeter.”


  “Sir, ma’am,” I said politely, making the assumption that these people were all officers, despite the fact they didn’t look much older than me.  I hadn’t seen Cowboy for almost two months, since our deal on Loki.  He’d been true to his bargain, though.  When I’d returned to Inferno with my unit, there’d been no DSI or CSF waiting to arrest me.


  “We’re heading for the palace,” Cowboy declared, pleasantries out of the way.  “We’re going for the Emperor himself.”


  “Fuckin’ A,” Lt. Medupe blurted, and I had to laugh.  Privately, of course.


  “It’s a big structure,” Cowboy went on, ignoring the interruption, “so we’re splitting up into four groups, one with each of us.”  He indicated that “us” meant the four of them, the Glory Boys.  I idly wondered if the female minded being referred to as a “Glory Boy?”


  “I can adjust the squads,” Medupe said with a nod.  “Gunny, take three Marines from each squad and form a provisional squad, and you’ll lead it.  I’ll stay with Second Squad,” he added.  Though he didn’t say why, I thought it was because he didn’t quite trust Sgt. Anton, the Second Squad leader.


  I noted that also left me by my lonesome, and I felt a bit of satisfaction that Medupe trusted me that much, particularly after Loki.


  “Munroe,” Cowboy said, “your squad is with me.”  He grinned.  “Guess I’m just used to havin’ you around.”


  “Lucky me,” I muttered.  Why the hell couldn’t he just leave me alone for a change?  Maybe, I thought bitterly, he was protecting his investment.


  “Get your shit together, ladies and gents,” Cowboy said, pulling on his hood.  “The war ends today.”
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    Chapter Twenty-Four
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  GETTING INTO THE PALACE was almost absurdly easy.  The surrounding blocks of ground defenses had been reduced to rubble and smoldering ashes by Gauss cannon and proton gun strikes from orbit and assault shuttles, and it looked surreal, like a magical, eight-sided castle surrounded by a black, blighted wasteland.  Whatever troops had remained outside were buried under that rubble or vaporized, and the biggest challenge was finding an entrance not blocked by debris.  We’d split our forces and spread out around the kilometers-long perimeter, and I was feeling very, very alone with just the nine of us humans in sight and a city full of hostile aliens surrounding us.


  “The air defenses are down,” Sanders said, kicking over a tilted stone column and watching it crash and shatter into pieces.  “Why didn’t they just pulp the whole palace?”


  “Because, kid,” Cowboy told him, his voice lacking the usual scorn as he scanned the blackened cement fragments that had been covered by the fallen column, “the Tahni think the Emperor is a god. If we nuke this place, they’ll assume he’s still alive somehow, somewhere.  We don’t just need him dead, we need his body.  If we don’t show it to them, they’ll never surrender.”


  “Over here,” Hohenthaner called, waving us over to where she squatted in a pile of broken stone, its surface burned black and splintered by the orbital bombardment.  We all jogged over to where she waited about a hundred meters from the palace walls, much farther back than the rest of us had been looking.  Whatever had been destroyed above had revealed an entrance ramp below, yawning open about four meters wide and three tall, dark even to the thermal and infrared optics of my helmet.


  “I’ll go first,” Cowboy offered.  “Munroe, your people follow me at a ten-meter interval so I can scan for traps.”


  And with that, we became the first humans to ever enter the Tahni Imperial Palace.  At the time, I didn’t feel much except scared.


  The ramp led down at a steep slope about thirty meters, then levelled off but didn’t get any wider.  I thought it had to have been some sort of secret, emergency entrance or exit, hidden under some other structure that had collapsed around it, which might mean it was unguarded.  There certainly wouldn’t be any fatal booby-traps, since the Tahni didn’t believe in killing except with the hand of a sentient being, which was a handy thing since it meant they didn’t use armed drones.  It hadn’t stopped them from coming up with some kick-ass electronic counter-measures that pretty much kept us from using them, too, however.


  The tunnel wasn’t narrow, but it began to give me claustrophobia once we’d left the light of the Tahn-Skyyiah morning behind us.  I couldn’t see shit on IR or thermal and couldn’t risk an IR illuminator, and the only data my helmet was giving me was sonic analysis return that painted a picture with the sounds echoing back to it.  It was enough to keep us from running into each other, but not much else.


  We’d gone a hundred meters before I began to see a hint of light up ahead, which turned out to be leaking through the seams of an oval door made of local stone a slightly different shade than the blocks of the walls around it.  Cowboy took a few seconds to examine it, then put his shoulder against the door, dug his feet into the rough stone of the tunnel floor and pushed.  There was a scraping and a squeal of little-used hinges and the door swung open, revealing a block wall several centimeters thick.  I felt my eyes go wide as I realized how heavy that door must have been and how easily Cowboy had handled it.


  Beyond it was a dimly lit storage room, filled with the various sized cylinders the Tahni used as containers.  Everything was coated with a fine film of dust and I had the sense that this room was rarely used; the only light came from a panel, probably powered by a chemical reaction, built into the wall near the door.  This door was less sturdy, but it was locked with a fairly simple, low-tech mechanical lock with physical bolts at the top and bottom. I half-expected Cowboy to kick it in, but instead he gestured to me for someone to shoot the bolts out.


  I waved the others back and did it myself.  The tungsten slugs ripped through the door, the bolt and the frame, throwing up a spray of plastic splinters and cement dust and sending the cracked and splintered plastic door swinging outward.  There were identical holes in the stone wall across the hall from the door where my slugs had kept going, and I wondered for a moment where they’d stopped.  I swung the barrel of my rifle upward as Cowboy ducked out to scout the other side.  He was gone ten seconds before he pulled the door open wide and waved for us to follow.


  The storage room was at the end of a long corridor, twisting in ways that made little sense, the same as a lot of Tahni architecture outside their military bases.  I assumed it had some sort of religious significance, but it could just be that they were aliens and their aesthetic was different than ours.  We followed it and Cowboy for a few minutes, and as it wound around it grew lighter and wider and finally opened up on some sort of atrium, with sunlight streaming down into the eight-sided chamber from an open skylight fifty meters above us.


  The huge chamber was supported by eight columns, each an elongated cone wider at the top than the bottom, and they met at the center of the atrium in a sort of combination of structural support and statuary, though of what I couldn’t tell.  It was huge, and rounded and curved and brightly colored and it seemed to want to draw my eyes into the complexity of it.


  “We’ve got electronic surveillance in here,” Hohenthaner announced as we moved close to the central support.


  “Oh, I’m certain of it,” Cowboy agreed, standing nonchalantly in the center of the room, his plasma gun held at his side in one hand as if he considered it a small matter.  “They’ll be on us soon. Question is, which way should we be going?  You’re the expert on the Tahni, Munroe.  Whaddya’ think?”


  I suddenly had a digital layout of the palace in my HUD, one I assumed Cowboy had just sent to me somehow, without having to get an okay from my helmet computer to link up.  I didn’t know where he’d gotten it, but it was fully translated.


  “Hold up,” I told Sanders.  “Security halt for thirty seconds.”


  Sanders took a spot by the far wall, and the others positioned themselves behind cover while I took a knee and examined the plans for the complex.  We were in something labelled the North Atrium, and the passages leading out of it would take us all around the palace, but the only ones I was interested in were the far-right corridor which led to what the interpreters had called The Throne Room, and the central one that would take us to the Emperor’s Private Chambers.  He’d be one of those two places, and so would most of the opposition.


  I tried to think of how Renn-Tan had behaved on Demeter, tried to step into a Tahni head.  If he’d given up, if he didn’t think he could fight his way out this, he’d be in his Private Chambers, because that’s where his altar would be and he’d want to be talking to his god.  If he was going to fight, if he couldn’t or wouldn’t give up, then he’d be in the Throne Room, trying to coordinate the resistance.  Renn-Tan had given up, because he’d spent too much time studying the enemy, studying us.  I didn’t get that read from the Emperor based on how he was running this war.


  I pointed to the far-right passageway.


  “We want the Throne Room,” I told Cowboy.


  “Then that’s where we’ll go,” he said, walking casually in that direction, again acting like this was all no big deal to him.


  I stood to follow him, and was motioning for Sanders to move out when several things happened at once.  I don’t remember if I heard Cowboy’s call of “Contact left!” first or whether it was the warning tone from my helmet sensors telling me they’d detected the thermal signatures of Tahni Shock-Troop armor, or maybe it was the tantalum needles smacking into the stylized base behind me.  All three happened so close together they might have been simultaneous.


  I threw myself into the prone, not even feeling the impact as I hit the rough, stone surface of the floor, just concentrating on lining up my Gauss rifle with the corridor terminus where the squad of Shock-Troops was running at us, firing on full-auto.  I could see an IFF transponder go yellow behind me and I couldn’t even focus on the HUD enough to tell who it was.


  The targeting reticle seemed to be dancing all over my HUD, so I thought, fuck it, and launched a grenade.  I managed to get a lock on one of the Tahni soldiers in the front rank just in time to put the round right through his visor.  The warhead burst in a searing flash of plasma spears that burned through his helmet from the inside and actually penetrated the neck of the trooper to his right, sending him stumbling forward.  They crashed to the ground less than a meter apart and the soldiers running behind them skidded to either side trying not to trip over their bodies.


  I was yelling something, I don’t remember what.  It was something deeply ingrained by training and probably totally redundant, but it didn’t matter.  The grenade had killed two of the eight and, more importantly, it had broken their momentum.  Tungsten slugs from our rifles began ripping into them, only to be quickly overwhelmed by a star-bright flare of plasma as Cowboy cut loose a devastating blast right into the middle of the Shock-Troops.


  By the time I’d gotten my breathing steady enough to keep on a target, all of them were down.  And so was Hohenthaner.  Her IFF reading was blinking yellow by the time I got to her.  Sanders was already there, kneeling over her, one hand on her shoulder, just sitting there, not applying any first aid.  I was ready to chew his head off till I moved around him and immediately saw why.  She’d been hit through her faceplate; it was cracked and shattered by multiple rounds and there wasn’t much left of her face beneath it.  Her legs drummed a single, galvanic beat and then her IFF avatar went black.


  I felt an odd numbness in my chest as I realized that I’d just lost my first Marine.


  “Come on,” I urged Sanders, grabbing his arm and pulling him up.  “There’ll be more of them.  We have to move.”


  “She just applied to Officer’s Candidate School,” Sanders said quietly.  But he ejected his magazine and pulled a fresh one from Hohenthaner’s tactical vest, seating it with a slap.  “She would’ve been a good officer, Sarge.”


  “I know she would, Sanders,” I said.  I suddenly realized I couldn’t remember Hohenthaner’s first name.  Hell, I barely remembered my own.


  There were no other casualties, and the remaining seven of us—-eight if you included Cowboy—-moved at a double-time down the corridor towards the Throne Room, putting speed ahead of stealth.  They already knew we were here.  The corridors were wide, the doors that opened up on them even wider, and there was just no way to clear every room, so we scanned as we went and I hoped to hell that Cowboy would trigger an attack before we did.


  Two things struck me as we ran:  one, this was the Imperial Palace, but it wasn’t something that any human would have called opulent.  Instead, it seemed spartanly decorated, and what art and furniture there was appeared so odd to me that it almost slid off my eye at first glance.  Twisted and turning interior hallways formed Moebius strips going nowhere, and pits and platforms built into the floor seemed to be scattered at random in large, empty rooms.  What passed for furniture was little more than garishly-colored cushions on top of concrete shelves.


  The second thing was, I still wasn’t seeing any civilians.  I figured there must be thousands of civilian workers in a place this big, and I hadn’t seen a one.  Where the hell were they all?


  “Hold up,” Cowboy said, his easy, loping jog slowing down to a walk about twenty meters ahead of our point-man.  He pulled up his hood and stared into a chamber off to the right, as if there was something there he needed to see with his naked eyes in order to believe it.  “Munroe, get up here.”


  The room through the broad, open, oval doorway looked like it had been one of those combined cafeteria/worship centers the Tahni favored, with the same combination of oval pits with cushion-chairs and platforms with burning gas flames on vaguely star-shaped candlesticks.  This one was huge, though, larger than any I’d seen on Demeter or Loki or any other Tahni base I’d visited.  It was big enough to hold over a thousand civilians, priests, workers, and government officials.  And it did.


  They were all dead.  They’d been executed, herded together and shot with KE gunfire.  Their blood stained the multicolored strips wrapped around their bodies in their equivalent of non-military clothes; it pooled around them and filled the hollows in the floor and reflected the flickering glow of the candles.


  “That,” Cowboy said with more feeling than I’d ever heard from him, “is some shit.”


  “What in the living fuck?”  Sanders murmured from just behind me.


  “Get back to your position, Sanders,” I said automatically, my voice sounding flat and unemotional to my own ears.  I shook my head, trying to clear the image out of my eyes but it remained.


  “Why do you think they did that shit, Munroe?”  Cowboy asked, looking at me like I should know.  For once, he seemed totally nonplused.


  “They’re aliens, Cowboy,” I told him.  “We keep making the mistake of assuming they think like we do.  They don’t.  That’s why people like my mother fucked up so bad not letting us finish them off after the First War.  The Corporate Council thought they could predict what the Tahni would do, but they’re not humans.”  I shook my head.  “I have no fucking idea why they did this.  Let’s get this shit over with.”


  The big man pulled the hood back over his face and jogged off again, and we followed, searching for the end of this corridor, the end of this mission, the end of this war.


  The corridor curved in on itself again and again, turning a half a kilometer distance into a kilometer and a half and wearing my nerves down to a finely-honed edge.  The dead-reckoning projection on the map of the palace in my HUD said we were nearly on top of the Throne Room, but the way the Tahni had built the place, it could take us another half hour to get there.


  Cowboy seemed more impatient than any of us, and he’d ranged ahead even farther, maybe forty or fifty meters in front of Sanders and out of sight most of the time.  From somewhere up ahead, I heard a sound echoing back, a roar of thunder and a flare of sunlight that I’d heard once before, and I skidded to a halt almost without intention.  I was calling for Sanders to stop when I saw Cowboy sprinting back towards us so fast he seemed like a blur...but not as fast as the missile that slammed into the wall only ten meters away from him.  The concussion knocked me backwards off my feet and sent Sanders and his fire team rolling back down the corridor like the tumbleweeds Gramps and I used to watch in the high desert.


  Cowboy had disappeared in a roiling billow of black smoke, but I could see the thermal signature of his just-fired plasma gun glowing like a little star in the darkness and I bolted for it.  I knew what had fired that missile and I knew that plasma gun was the only weapon we had that could touch it.


  I slid in beside the gun where it lay on the floor, kicking bits of shattered concrete block out of the way where it had been blown out of the wall.  I slung my Gauss rifle around behind my back and hefted the plasma gun up like I was going to power-clean a barbell.  I grunted with the effort; the thing weighed maybe fifty kilos and I wasn’t going to be running anywhere with it.  He’d fired it already, but I didn’t know if he’d loaded a new round.  It was pump action like some of the antique shotguns I’d had the chance to shoot when I was a kid, and I jerked the thick, polymer pump handle back towards me, ejecting the steaming cylinder of the spent round, then pushed it forward to chamber a new one.


  Then the smoke began to clear and I heard the metallic clomp of gigantic feet echoing down the corridor.  It was a High Guard battlesuit, stalking towards me through the billowing clouds, its silvery face like the leering visage of death itself.  How they’d got it down here I had no idea, but it barely cleared the ceiling of the hallway and it took up more than half its width.  Its arm-mounted electron beamer was tracking towards me when I braced the plasma gun against the wall behind me and fired.


  The gun bucked hard and nearly tore itself from my grasp as blistering heat baked me even through my armor, and my helmet visor blacked out automatically, polarizing against the glare.  I saw an image projected in my HUD of the plasmoid splashing against the thing’s right arm at the shoulder and flaring as power feeds were ruptured.  I was desperately working the pump action gun when my visor lightened and I saw the thing swaying there like a redwood in a windstorm, its right arm and the electron beamer attached to it lying on the floor and the shoulder partially melted.


  It had stopped moving, and I took a risk that the Tahni inside of it was in shock or dead, dropping the plasma gun and pulling my Gauss rifle back around to the front.


  “Third squad!”  I yelled, hoping some of them were still on their feet.  “With me now!”


  Then I charged forward, gritting my teeth at what might be coming through the smoke at me.  Past the battered, statue-like sentinel of the dying High Guard soldier, I saw the Throne Room we’d been searching for.  It was smaller than I thought it would be, maybe forty meters across, with a ceiling almost that high, lit like a night sky by hundreds of individual lamps set in it; on the far wall was a bank of monitors, flat and two-dimensional, some meters across and all of them displaying different parts of the city.  I glimpsed Marine battlesuits firing on Tahni forces and assault shuttles making strafing runs, and at least one tactical display showing ships in orbit.


  At the center was one of the cushion-lined indentations in the floor that the Tahni used for seating at formal gatherings, but this one had what looked like a curved, winding wall around it in a half-circle with strips of multicolored cloth draped over it.  A single Tahni was inside that wall, but I couldn’t see more than the top of his head, and most of my attention was on the cluster of over a dozen Shock-Troopers running our way from across the chamber.  I figured they’d been watching that line of approach, trusting the battlesuit to guard this one.  I was 2-0 against battlesuits now, I thought inanely.


  The Shock-Troopers weren’t firing yet, probably because they didn’t want to hit whoever was in that central command post, but I didn’t have any such compunction.  I fired off a grenade at the Shock-Troopers from the hip, then ran straight for that cushioned hollow in the floor, thinking it would make a great firing position.  The Tahni officer inside it was wearing some sort of ceremonial armor, but the only weapon he had was a sidearm, so I shot him through the chest, then jumped in feet first and knocked his body out of the way.


  I propped my Gauss rifle on top of the low wall and began laying down fire on the armored Tahni soldiers still coming after the grenade blast.  I put one down with a slug through the neck, then shifted to take a second through the chest.  Before I could fire again, the others opened up, apparently past caring about hitting their own man with friendly fire since I’d already killed him.  Tantalum needles pinged musically off whatever metal that wall was made of, and one of them managed to slice through my right forearm and into the receiver of my rifle.


  I cursed and fell backwards, losing my grip on my weapon, losing my footing and sprawling on top of the Tahni I’d killed.  My arm was in agony and it took everything I had not to curl into a fetal position and scream, but I made myself get up.  I cradled my right arm against my chest and pushed myself up with my left, then pulled my rifle away from me on its sling and tried to bring it up one-handed, knowing I had seconds before they overran me.


  I got my rifle over the wall just in time to see the handful of soldiers left going down in a hail of tungsten slugs.  I twisted around and saw the rest of my squad coming up behind me, rifles shouldered as they stepped into the Throne Room, scanning for threats.


  “Clear on the right!”  I heard the Bravo Team leader, Sanchez call.


  “Clear on the left!”  That was Sanders.


  “You okay, Sarge?”  Sanders asked me, running up to where I leaned against the wall of the command post, trying to get my breathing under control.  I felt a sting at my neck and knew my helmet was injecting me with painkillers.  I waited until I could feel the warm numbness spreading out to my shattered arm before I trusted myself to reply.


  “I’ll be okay,” I told him.  “Any casualties?”


  “I think I got a separated shoulder,” Sanders said, and I noticed his left arm hanging limp.  “And Eberhard probably has a concussion, but nothing fatal.”


  “What about Cowboy?”  I asked him, then remembered he might not have ever heard that name.  “The Intelligence officer who was with us,” I amended.  “Did anyone check on him?”


  Sanders looked back at the entrance to the room.  A haze of smoke still rose from the hallway, gathering against the fake stars in the ceiling like an early morning mist.


  “Shit,” Sanders blurted and I saw his eyes go wide inside his visor.  “When you told us to follow you, I kind of forgot about him.”


  “Detail a couple people to go...”  I started to say.


  “No need for that,” I heard Cowboy’s voice before I saw him.  He limped out of the haze from the corridor, moving stiffly and dragging his plasma gun along one-handed.  I didn’t see any visible wounds, which seemed impossible.


  “How the hell are you still alive?”  I wondered aloud, shaking my head.


  “I ain’t that easy to kill,” he said, pulling off his hood and running a hand through his hair.  There was a nasty cut over his right eye, and blood ran down his face, but the flow was slowing even as I watched.  I had an uncanny feeling that, if I watched for a few minutes longer, I’d see the wound begin to heal.  “But trust me, partner, I’d trade hurts with you.”  He looked around, pain and exhaustion dragging at him.  “What’s the situation in here?”


  “Well, we cleared out the Tahni,” I told him, starting to feel a little loopy from the pain meds.  I blinked hard and tried to focus.  “But I don’t know where the hell the Emperor is.  Hope one of the other groups found him.”


  Then he looked past me and a smile spread across his face.  His mouth had a trickle of blood coming out of it and two of his teeth were broken off.  He began to laugh and I wondered for a second if he’d been concussed by the blast from the missile.


  “Who killed that fella’ there?”  He asked me, pointing at the Tahni I’d shot inside the command center, curled up at the bottom of the pit behind me.


  “He’s just some officer,” I said with a shrug.  “I shot him so I could use this hole for cover.”


  He laughed longer and louder and Sanders and a couple of the other Marines close by stared at him.


  “What the hell is it, Cowboy?”  I demanded.  “What’s so damned funny?”


  He was bent over now, one hand propping him up on his thigh as he choked out a final laugh, then coughed and spit out a glob of blood that spattered on the polished tile of the floor.


  “That officer you shot,” he said, his voice hoarse and rasping.  “That’s the fucking Tahni Emperor.”  He laughed again, just a chuckle.  “You killed him so you could take his damned hole...”


  I stared at the corpse again, wishing I could call up the Priority Target photos from my mission brief on my HUD.  I couldn’t operate the controls on my left forearm though because I couldn’t move the fingers on my right hand at the moment.


  “Shit,” I muttered, feeling the wooziness take hold again.  “They all look alike to me.”
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    Chapter Twenty-Five
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  I PICKED MY WAY CAREFULLY along the gravel path, trying not to step into the mud that filled every pothole.  It wasn’t raining at the moment, but it had just hours before.  You could feel it in the wind, smell the tang of ozone from the thunderstorms that had just passed.  There was a heaviness to the air, an oppressive humidity that trapped the summer heat of the primary star under the thick cloud cover.


  It would have been nicer to come back in spring, but the Tahni had their own sense of timing.  Tahn-Skyyiah had fallen only two months ago, the war ending with the surrender of their top generals and ministers shortly after the death of the Emperor.


  Shortly after you killed the Emperor, I reminded myself.


  I’d tried hard not to let that story spread around.  I’d let everyone think he’d been killed in the exchange of gunfire in the Throne Room and no one knew who’d fired the shot.  I’d even had Cowboy use his Intelligence toys to monkey with the recording from my helmet camera.  I didn’t want the fame and notoriety that would come with being a part of history.  In fact, I wanted to get out of there as quickly and quietly as possible.


  I’d applied for separation just as soon as I’d arrived back on Inferno.  Recon was my home, the Corps was my life, but I couldn’t stay there with the threat of my mother hanging over me.  Even with Cowboy’s assurances, I didn’t believe I’d be safe from her.  I’d taken the first flight out to Belial, the big commercial station in the Alpha Centauri system, then converted most of my pay to Corporate Scrip and used that to pay for passage on a freighter.  Another few bucks had gone for the hopper flight out here from the city, and they still couldn’t drop me any closer than this because the road was too narrow to land on way out here.


  Everything I owned was hanging from shoulder straps on my back, and it wasn’t that heavy.


  I could see the herd of elk out near the horizon, dozens of cows and their three-month-old calves, with yearlings mixed in, awkward and coltish.  They were restless, shifting from one hillside to another.  Something had them spooked.  I paused between one step and the next as I saw the outline of that something at the crest of the hill closest to the road, backlit by the afternoon sun.


  It was a saber-tooth.  All the time I’d spent on Demeter and I hadn’t seen one, but there it was, squat and powerful and absolutely deadly.  That had to be some sort of omen, I figured.  I let out the breath I’d been holding and took the next step directly into a puddle that submerged my shoe up to my ankle.


  “Shit,” I said with feeling.  These weren’t Marine-issue boots, they were the best and only hiking shoes I owned now.


  “You been away so long you forgot how to walk, Munroe?”


  She’d stepped out of a bog at the side of the road, pulling herself up with the help of a sapling and sticking a tablet in a pocket of her vest.  Her hip waders were coated with mud; her brown hair, grown long now, was tied into a ponytail and bristling with a few stray strands of grass that had stuck to it, and her work shirt was matted with sweat.  It was Sophia, and she was beautiful.


  “They told me back in Amity that you’d be out here,” I said inanely, feeling a grin spreading across my face.


  “That cat,” she jerked a thumb back at the hillside, “has a transponder and I’ve been keeping tabs on her, recording her kills and cataloguing her scat.  She has a litter of kittens up there.”  She motioned at her waders.  “It’s dirty work, but there’s no one else to do it yet.  I heard the University is going to send some people out next month, but who knows?  The war’s over, but everything is still messed up.”


  “Yes, it is,” I agreed.  “The city looks better, though.”  I waved back towards Amity.  The damage done by the Tahni and the further damage done rooting them out had mostly been repaired, or sometimes totally replaced.  I’d also noted on the flight over that the algae farm had been rebuilt.


  “Space Fleet Corps of Engineers took care of us.”


  She paused and took a step closer to me, and I sensed a hesitation in her that made me want to curl up and die inside.


  “Munroe,” she finally asked, blinking at something in her eye, “are you here to visit or to stay?”  She rushed through the next few words before I could reply.  “Because if you’re just here to visit, that’s fine too, we can have some fun and I know you love being a Marine, but I have to...”


  I stopped her by pulling her into a kiss, suddenly not caring that I was getting the best clothes I owned covered in mud.


  “I love you,” I told her, pulling my mouth away from hers just a centimeter, our cheeks still touching.  “And I’m here for as long as you’ll have me, Sophie.”


  “You’re not going to get bored living out here in the sticks?”  She asked me, her breath teasing at my ear.  There was a catch in her voice that belied the lightness of her words.  “Cataloguing cat poo with me?”


  “Maybe,” I admitted with a shrug.  “And maybe you’ll get tired of me when there’s no adrenalin rush, nobody shooting at us.  But I’m willing to give it a shot for a while and find out.”


  “A while?”  She repeated, raising an eyebrow.


  “Yeah, I was thinking ten, maybe fifteen years?”  I suggested.  “Just for a start.”


  “Good idea,” she laughed softly, throatily.  “Don’t want to screw things up by planning too long-term.”


  She kissed me this time and we stopped talking.


  I had things I’d have to tell her, secrets I’d have to reveal, but all that could wait.  Whatever Cowboy wanted from me could wait, too.  Right now, for the first time in what seemed like ever, I didn’t feel a million years old with the weight of the world on my shoulders.


  For now, I was twenty-two and had a million years ahead of me.
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      Hard boiled private investigator meets hard science fiction in this sci-fi tale that fans of the Expanse will love!


      



      JEREMIAH WARD WAS JUST another convict, a disgraced investigator who once worked the Martian beat, now serving his sentence in a mining colony on Mercury. When a member of a powerful faction goes missing on Titan, Ward is given an opportunity he cannot pass up. In exchange for investigating the disappearance of this figure, he gets a clean slate and a second chance.


       But, the deeper Ward digs the more secrets he finds. Instead of investigating a missing person’s case he becomes embroiled in a centuries-old conspiracy and Ward comes to realize his one shot at redemption may cost him his life.
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      A military science fiction thriller portraying a dystopian future of corporation greed, exploitation, and deadly secrets.


      



       INVITED BY BIG-HITTING corporation ARTOK,combat journalist David Chambers is visiting the planet Parnassus to report on the “Human Enhancement Program” when he witnesses the unthinkable: the crash site of an alien ship.


       The huge structure contains alien bodies and, more importantly, alien technology. But before Chambers can digest the scene, a rival corporation invades, and Chambers barely escapes with his life..


      Chambers retreats to the safety of his habitat of Orchard accompanied by Richter and his team, but he’s unaware of the extent of the corporation’s reach. On their arrival, they’re arrested. Mysteriously, only Chambers is released, but not before he’s threatened into silence.


      Richter, however, needs to be heard. His avatar reaches out to Chambers with harrowing tales of special forces, secret missions, violence and trickery, resulting in the creation of half-humans, half-machines – cyborgs like himself. Richter recruits Chambers to tell his story and expose the terrifying truth of the corporations’ despicable plans for humanity
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