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 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    The fleet jumped back into the Terran Universe. 
 
    “Five minutes to the stargate,” the helmsman said. He sounded beat, and his commanding officer, Admiral Sheppard, couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t often that the crew of the Vella Gulf was bested in battle, but this time they’d gotten their asses handed to them. Somehow, a survivor of an earlier battle had made it back to the Enemy’s home system—or if not their home system, at least a system they were massing their forces in—and had figured out how to fight the Terrans. The only thing that had saved the Terrans from serious damage was their ability to jump to the Jinn Universe.  
 
    Out of missiles and overwhelmed by the size of the Enemy fleet, the Terrans had fled for the safety of the stargate out of the system. 
 
    “Sir, we’re being hailed,” the comms officer said.  
 
    “On screen,” Sheppard said. 
 
    An image of one of the Enemy filled the front viewer, its pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. The creature looked like a stereotypical devil of Christian mythology; it was blood red with giant bat wings. Its wings moved behind it, alternately spreading and folding, and its pointed tail could be seen periodically.  
 
    It smiled, revealing a mouthful of pointed teeth. “This is the view of prey I am more used to,” the creature said. “Running away as fast as they can. That skirmish was quite a surprise for you, no doubt.” 
 
    Sheppard smiled back, unafraid to admit defeat. “You caught us by surprise,” he agreed, “and you taught us a valuable lesson. I am Admiral James Sheppard of the Terran ship Vella Gulf. Who do I have the honor of addressing?” 
 
    “You may tell all your acquaintances that you were bested by Lord Moloch, fleet captain for Great Lord Asmodeus,” the alien said.  
 
    “Well, let me give you a warning, Moloch. Although you were victorious today, we have other surprises to unveil, should you make further inroads into our systems. We have no desire for further hostilities, but we will destroy you if you continue to press us.” 
 
    The alien chuckled. “We have destroyed galaxies; nothing you have scares us. We will move when we’re ready, but have no fear—we are coming, and we are coming for you. You almost cost me my ship and my life; I will be the one who consumes you in the end. On second thought, I hope you do have fear. You should, as we will meet again, and next time, there will be no escape!” 
 
    “Hey, Moloch?”  
 
    The creature raised an eyebrow, the gesture very human in nature. “Yes?” 
 
    “Bring friends.” Sheppard cut the transmission before Moloch could reply. 
 
    “Well, that’s telling him, sir,” said the Offensive Systems Officer, or OSO. 
 
    The CO chuckled. “It’s hard to scare someone when they know you’re running from them. We’ll be back here, though…sometime, and we’ll see who laughs last.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   

 

   Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    It’s not fair, Calvin thought. They’d come so far and done so much. But now, they’d become the creators of the very thing they’d gone back in time to stop. Well, maybe not the creators, but they’d had a chance to stop the Enemy from getting the technology they needed to become the Enemy they knew from the future, and they had failed to do so. It’s not fair! 
 
    “Where are you going?” a voice asked. The fact that it was only in his mind drew him up short. He looked up to see he had wandered into the cargo bay, and the dragon known as Trixie was crouched nearby, looking at him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Lieutenant Commander Shawn Hobbs—known as ‘Calvin’ to his friends. “I’m just wandering. I needed to think.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem like you were thinking,” Trixie said. “It seemed more like you were just feeling sorry for yourself.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, maybe,” Calvin said, “but only because it’s not fair.” 
 
    “What’s not fair?” 
 
    “It’s not fair that we came all this way and fought so many battles, only to be the source of our own destruction. We seem to have set in motion the very things we came here to stop. If we’d only come to the time you said, we’d have been okay.” The crew of the Terran spaceship Vella Gulf had been trying to go back in time 57,357 years—which was what the psychic Trixie had told them was needed—but the ship had only made it back 54,635 years; they’d missed their target by 2,500 years or so. “Had we made it all the way back to when you told us we needed to go, we’d have been in time to stop the threat.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Calvin’s head jerked up in surprise. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The dragon chuckled. “You humans; always ready to see the worst in things. My question was easy. How do you know you’d have been able to stop the threat if you’d come back in time all the way to when I said you should?” 
 
    “Well, if we’d made it all the way back, we’d have been able to stop this threat from happening.” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “Of course we would. The Enemy wouldn’t be as technically advanced as they are now.” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t.” 
 
    “See—” 
 
    Trixie held up a claw stopping him. “They wouldn’t have been as technically advanced,” she said, “but they also wouldn’t have shown themselves yet. I’ll bet if you look at the records, this race wasn’t known 2,500 years ago. You wouldn’t have known where to find them, or even who they were.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but—” Calvin stopped himself this time as what Trixie’d said worked its way through his brain. His eyebrows knit as he tried to come up with something that made sense. “I don’t get it,” he finally said. “We missed the target you gave us. We showed up 2,500 years later than we should have. But if we’d been here earlier, we wouldn’t have recognized—or even been able to find—the threat.” He shook his head. “What am I missing?” 
 
     “I never said you were supposed to travel back in time 57,000 years. I said that was your target—you needed to try to come back that far. It’s obvious that by aiming for that target, you ended up here and now, just like you were supposed to.” She sniffed. “My predictions are never wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. If we were supposed to be here now, why wasn’t now your target?” 
 
    “Because you would have obviously missed it and ended up arriving too late to do whatever it is you need to do,” she said. “Duh.” 
 
    “So, you gave us the estimate of 57,000, knowing we would miss it and end up here, at just the time we were supposed to be here?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, preening a scale. 
 
    “But why didn’t you tell us that before?” 
 
    “Would you have believed me? Or is it more likely you’d have thought I was just trying to cover up an error I’d made?” 
 
    Calvin didn’t say anything, but he could feel his face going red. 
 
    “See?” she said, knowing his answer. “There was no sense telling you before now, just like there was no sense giving you the right answer for the target we needed to come back in time to. Everything is as it should be. We’re here, when we need to be, and where we need to be.” 
 
    “But we lost. What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    Trixie shrugged her wings. “How am I supposed to know that? I’m not the hero; I’m just a member of the supporting cast. I know my role—I set you up in the right time and place, and I gave you the information you needed to be successful. Everything else is up to you.” She gave him a shooing motion. “Now, go away and do some hero stuff, would you, and stop ruining my mood with all your mental boo-hooing. I could hear you coming from the other end of the ship.” 
 
    “Nobody told you to listen to my thoughts,” Calvin muttered. “In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ve told you not to.” 
 
    Trixie gave a long-suffering sigh. “I would love to, but your thoughts are so loud, and there’s nothing I can do sometimes to shut them out. You need to learn some control.” 
 
    “I’d love to. Can you teach me?” 
 
    “Sometime else, certainly,” Trixie said. “Right now, though, don’t you have hero things to do?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Vuichard System 
 
    Admiral Sheppard stood and nodded to the assembled officers. “Thank you for coming. Solomon noticed some things during the battle I wanted to bring to your attention and begin planning for. Solomon?” 
 
    “I reviewed the logs of the last battle with the Enemy,” Solomon said. “There were 107 cruiser-sized ships in the Enemy’s fleet.” 
 
    “We can’t fight all of them,” the OSO said. “We’re going to need additional launch platforms that can put a bunch more missiles in the black on the initial salvo to whittle them down some, especially with the Enemy’s new tactics. One on one, we can kick all these guys’ asses. Heck, one on five, we’d probably own them. The problem is, we’re going to run out of missiles before we get them down to where we can make it a stand-up fight. We’re also down four fighters, which reduces the number of missiles we can launch by 20.” 
 
    “The OSO presents an accurate assessment of the upcoming battle,” Solomon said. “Barring any new forces or strategic measures I am unaware of, we will have to close to graser range with the enemy, and we will be vulnerable to their weapons. A successful outcome in such a situation is highly unlikely.” 
 
    “So,” Admiral Sheppard said, “what are our options?” 
 
    “Before we get into our options for defeating the cruiser swarm, Skipper,” Calvin said, “is there any update on the mother ship, or whatever we’re going to call the monster that was also in the system?” 
 
    “The ship you call the ‘mother ship’ appears to be 72% complete,” Solomon said. “There’s a replicator nearby, and numerous shuttle craft operating in its vicinity. They’re actively working to bring it to an operational status.” 
 
    “Can you give me an estimate of when it will be complete?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “I do not know anything about their ability to construct ships, but extrapolating from our own capabilities and the amount of activity around it, I estimate completion in approximately four months.” 
 
    “Wow…that’s a lot of work to get done in that time.” 
 
    “They’ve devoted a lot of resources to the project.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “I’d hoped for more time. We can obviously build the ships necessary to take on the supporting fleet they have, but to take that on, as well…” He shook his head again. 
 
    “So that puts our timeline at four months,” Admiral Sheppard said, “or even sooner. We need to devise a plan to take out the hundred ships—” 
 
    “There were 107 ships, to be precise,” Solomon interjected. 
 
    “We need to take out the 107 ships they already have in the next…probably three months or so, then,” Sheppard finished. 
 
    “I thought we had four months?” the OSO muttered. 
 
    Sheppard shrugged. “We have to assume something that big will be activated in stages. For all we know, what’s already finished might have achieved some sort of interim operational capability. If we wait until the four-month point to do something about it, we risk it already being more than we can deal with.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how something that big is possible, though,” Captain Exter said. A member of the Weeber race, he’d taken over for the former XO, Captain Russ Clayton, when Clayton had transferred over to take command of Terra’s Hope. “It’s too big to go through the stargates, so won’t it be stuck in that system and unable to follow us?” 
 
    “You’d like to think so, wouldn’t you?” Sheppard asked. “Unfortunately, it’s been our experience that the mother ship is able to travel faster than light in a manner other than the stargate system. It’s almost as if it can go from one system to another, independent of the rules of the stargate network, too. There may be a limit to how far it can travel in each jump, but it can jump enormous straight-line distances. Although it’s impossible to know whether this one can, I think we have to assume it will be able to do so.” 
 
    “Certainly, the Enemy thinks it will be able to,” Solomon noted, “otherwise, why would they build something so large? To use as a mobile base? They could easily control that system with the fleet of cruisers they have. A ship 25 miles wide is superfluous. Obviously, they intend for it to go other places, although whether it has the jump drive or it will have to travel at sublight speeds is, unfortunately, unknown.” 
 
    “Maybe the mother ships can’t bridge the distances between galaxies,” Calvin said. “We know they aren’t from this galaxy. Maybe they cross the distance in something sublight, but at a high fraction of the speed of light, then when they get to the galaxy, they build this mother ship to travel around it in, like locusts, feeding on the races that inhabit it.” 
 
    “Anything that big is going to have enormous capabilities,” the OSO said. “Probably way more than what it’s used on us in the past. Even an interim capability is a lot more than we want to face.” 
 
    “But that’s in the future,” Sheppard said. “Right now, we have a fleet of a hundred cruisers—” 
 
    “One hundred seven,” Solomon interjected. 
 
    “I know how many cruisers there are!” Sheppard exclaimed, losing his patience. “What I still haven’t heard is options for how to deal with them.” 
 
    “All I can think of is to build more ships and fighters, put a lot of missiles on them, flush them all at once to break down their defenses, then run get more missiles, and do it again,” the OSO said. 
 
    “That is an option,” the CO said, “but if they pursue us, we may not have time to rearm. That means letting them capture systems while we run further, or meeting them with grasers, which we already determined is less than optimal.” He shrugged. “It’s something we can do—and building a bigger fleet is something we need to do—but we also need some better options.” 
 
    “We need to go asymmetrical…” Calvin said into the silence that followed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “I was thinking about ways to deal with the mother ship,” Calvin said, “but it’ll work with the cruiser fleet as well.” He shook his head. “Face it; we’re never going to go toe to toe with the mother ship—anything we send against it will be annihilated. Even if we tried to build something similar to fight it, it wouldn’t work; theirs would be finished long before we could field anything like what they already have mostly built. Which doesn’t even begin to address the fact that we don’t have the plans for something like that, or the replicator patterns, or the shipyard to assemble it. So that’s out. 
 
    “But what if we overwhelmed it with fleets of drones? Something that was so small they’d be difficult to individually target. Thousands and thousands of drones in a swarm that were nothing more than a small motor, a guidance system of some sort, and a small antimatter charge. They wouldn’t even have to be capable of jumping into the Jinn Universe, so we wouldn’t need to mine any of the strange metal. As far as I can tell, that’s what we’d have to do with the mother ship, but it’ll work just as well against the cruiser fleet. Better, probably—they wouldn’t be able to use the spars on the noses of their ships. Well, they could, but we’d have so many of the drones that they would be coming at them from so many directions at once that the Enemy wouldn’t be able to catch them all on the spars.” 
 
    Admiral Sheppard nodded. “That might work—we have plenty of drone models, and I’m sure one could be modified for this mission—although the guidance system for them will be the difficult piece of this. How are we going to keep them all targeted where we want them and ensure an effective attack strategy that overwhelms all the Enemy’s ships? Solomon is good, but I don’t know that he can guide all the drones you’re talking about to their targets, especially if they’re operating away from our ships and there’s a significant amount of transmission lag in trying to control them.” 
 
    “I believe that could be overcome,” Solomon said. “It may be possible for me to shard off pieces of myself to program the drones. Maybe some of them; maybe all of them. We would have to see which worked best. Regardless, if at least some of the drones had a piece of me inside them, it might be possible to allow them to function as a drone forward controller, to keep the attack focused and the targeting the way we want. This would be especially effective if used in conjunction with a stargate defense, where they can’t use all 107 ships at once.” 
 
    The CO’s eyes scanned the table before alighting on one individual. “Lieutenant Bradford.” 
 
    Bradford jumped as if poked. “Yes, sir?”  
 
    “You’re the expert on xeno-technology. I want you to work with Solomon on the way back to the Dantar system. Comb through your databases and find me the drone technology that can best be adapted for this. I want an answer and a plan before we hit the stargate in Vuichard.” 
 
    “Uh…” His eyes looked around wildly. 
 
    “Bradford!”  
 
    Bradford’s eyes snapped back to the CO. 
 
    “You can do this,” Sheppard said. “I know you can, and you’ll have Solomon working with you on it. We’re counting on you.” 
 
    Bradford swallowed. “Yes…yes, sir,” Bradford said. He squared his shoulders. “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Established in the Dantar system,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Wow!” the Defensive Systems Officer, or DSO, exclaimed. “They’ve been busy! I’ve got at least 30 frigates nearby.” 
 
    “There are 47 frigates in the vicinity,” Solomon noted. 
 
    “I take it they aren’t powering up their weapons?” the CO asked. “You know…anything I should be worried about with all those frigates sitting nearby?” 
 
    “No sir,” the DSO replied. “They started to, but then powered them back down again. The frigates look like ours. Well, not ours, but the emperor’s crappy ships.” 
 
    The CO nodded. 
 
    “Incoming call from Commander Brighton,” the comms officer announced. “There’s also one from a Captain Grrnark, or something like that.” 
 
    Admiral Sheppard chuckled. “That didn’t take long. I’ll take Commander Brighton first, please. Front screen.” 
 
    The screen lit up with the visage of Commander Sarah ‘Lights’ Brighton. “Hi, sir,” she said. “Welcome back. I would love it if you had some good news for us.” 
 
    “I’d love it, too. As it is, though…” 
 
    Brighton sighed. “Sounds like I need to continue planning for the defense of the system.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m afraid so.” Sheppard shrugged. “To that end, we do have some plans…well, some ideas, anyway, for what we can do. I’d rather not talk about it over an open channel, though. How soon can you get over here?” 
 
    “I’ll leave right now, sir.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
    The viewer went dark. “Who else did you say was calling?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Captain Grrnark, I think,” the comms officer replied. “He was a little put out at having to wait.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone who needs to wait more often. Put him on the viewer please.” 
 
    The screen flashed and the image of a gray-furred being appeared. Generally shaped like a human-sized badger, with proportionately long arms and legs, the captain was a member of the Rugbar race. The race was single-minded in nature and—if anything—even more aggressive than the Terran badger they resembled. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” the Rugbar said. “I have a very important message from the emperor.” 
 
    “And that means you can’t be civilized when you deliver it?” Admiral Sheppard asked. 
 
    “But—What? But—” the captain sputtered. 
 
    “Normally, the rules of protocol state that you’d introduce yourself to someone who doesn’t know you,” Sheppard said. “That way, I know how to address you. It also lends validity and credibility to your message when you give it to me. At least, that’s the way I was taught, anyway. By the way, I’m Admiral James Sheppard, the commanding officer of the Terran ship Vella Gulf.” 
 
    “I—I know who you are,” the captain said. “Everyone knows who you are. You’re the one who’s upset the normal way of doing business throughout the galaxy. You’ve now upset it even further!” 
 
    “While I may be an upsetter of apple carts, I’m not a mind reader.” 
 
    “What? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Just what I said. I’m not a mind reader. I’m not going to deal with someone whose name I don’t know.” 
 
    If a badger could look confused, the captain gave a great approximation of what it would look like. 
 
    “Your name,” Sheppard said finally. “What is your name?” 
 
    “My name is Captain Grr’nark,” the Rugbar replied. “I’m the emissary of Emperor Sarch, and I come with an important message from him.” 
 
    Sheppard smiled. “All right. We’re finally making some progress here. What’s the emperor’s important message?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like your tone, Terran.” 
 
    “I’m positive I don’t like yours, Captain. We come from a very different civilization, and people who consider themselves important because of the office they’re holding don’t impress me. If you could just give me the message, you can be on your way.”  
 
    “I am to congratulate you,” the emissary said. “The emperor has created a new cartel, and he’s named you as the new principal of it.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Admiral Sheppard said dryly. “And what is this new cartel I’m supposedly now in charge of?” 
 
    “You’re now in charge of the Warrior Cartel.” 
 
    “Uh, huh,” Sheppard said, nonplussed. “What exactly is this cartel supposed to do?” 
 
    “Create warriors and fight the war. He’s legitimizing what you’re already doing.” 
 
    Sheppard shook his head. “That’s wonderful,” he said with no enthusiasm. “Do I have a budget, or a shipyard, or anything with which to pursue standing up this new cartel?” 
 
    A smile crossed the emissary’s face. “Well, no, of course not. Normally a new cartel principal uses his own resources to bring the cartel into being, then he reaps the profits the cartel generates. Minus the taxes due to the empire, of course.”  
 
    “Of course. What sort of profits am I supposed to make fighting this war? Typically, wars cost money, not make it.” 
 
    The smile returned and stayed. “Well, if you win, I guess you’ll have all the enemy’s planets and ships. You can sell the ships for scrap and tax the colonies for profit.” 
 
    “And if I lose?” 
 
    “Then you’ll be dead, and you won’t have any need for money.” The emissary smiled. 
 
    “And in the interim?” 
 
    “Create soldiers and ships. Fight and win the war to the best of your ability.” 
 
    “But I don’t have any money to do that with!” Sheppard exclaimed. “Where am I supposed to get the resources for that?” 
 
    The emissary waved a hand at the planet below them. “Looks like there’s plenty of resources there.” 
 
    “But that belongs to the Science and Technology Cartel.” 
 
    The emissary shrugged. “So? Do what the cartels have always done.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Hostile takeover.” 
 
    Sheppard’s smile, when it finally came, was wolf-like. “You’re right,” he said, looking at the planet, “and I know just who to install as the proprietor here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” Admiral Sheppard said, his eyes scanning the room. They stopped on Calvin. “Before I start, I want to make one thing clear; the first person who calls me Principal Sheppard is going to be cleaning the heads with a toothbrush. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “I would never do any such thing,” Calvin replied, although the tone of his voice suggested otherwise. 
 
    Sheppard grinned. “I thought not.” He paused a second, and his eyes swept the room again. Finally, he sighed. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m not going to lie to you; we’ve been given a great big shit sandwich here, and we’re all going to have to take a bite. At the end of the day, though, nothing has changed. 
 
    “Yes, I’m now the head of the Warrior Cartel, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to do anything differently than we already were. If anything, it’s going to open up new avenues of resources.” He looked at Major Paul ‘Night’ Train, who’d been running the defense of Dantar. “From now on, we’ve just acquired Dantar in a hostile takeover, and I’m installing you as my proprietor there. Anything you need on the planet to do your job is yours. I’m also going to send you Manager Sperk—the individual who ran the emperor’s illegal tech center—to help out with computer and AI things. He’s the best person we have—along with the Efreeti—to help figure out a way to defeat the Enemy.” 
 
    Night nodded once. “Got it, sir.” He smiled. “I’ve taken over production where I needed to, but now I have the legitimacy to do more.” 
 
    Admiral Sheppard turned to Commander Brighton. “Same with you. If you need it, and it’s available in this system, it’s yours.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What about us?” Captain Gol’dat asked. A Rugbar, he was in charge of the fleet of frigates the emperor had sent after Grr’nark left, having given Sheppard the message. Claiming he was acting under the emperor’s orders, Gol’dat had also assumed control over the frigates that were already in the system. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Sheppard said. “Can I assume the emperor put you under my command?” 
 
    “No. My orders are to assist with the defense of this system and to eliminate the enemy threat.” 
 
    “But not under my command?” 
 
    “No. I am supposed to coordinate with you, but I am definitely not under your command. In fact, I don’t really see why this—” he swept a claw around the room, “—is even necessary.” 
 
    Sheppard cocked his head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said. I don’t see why any of this, this…defense is even necessary. We have the largest fleet assembled in recent memory. We should hunt down the enemy and destroy them, not sit here waiting for them to come to us.” 
 
    “You think so, huh?” 
 
    “I do. I mean, there are what, 30 enemy ships, less what you’ve already destroyed?” 
 
    “The 30 ships we went in search of are no more,” Sheppard said. “The problem is, they have a much bigger fleet a couple systems over. One that’s over 100 ships strong, as well as a massive command ship that is more than 25 miles in diameter.” 
 
    “Your three ships destroyed 30 of theirs. We have 47 of the best ships the emperor could put together. If you won’t come with me, I’ll lead the emperor’s fleet against the enemy, and we’ll destroy them.” 
 
    “Did you not just hear me say that there’s a fleet of over 100 enemy ships waiting for you? On an individual ship-to-ship basis, their ships are much larger than yours, and much better armed. Each of theirs is easily worth five or more of your frigates.” 
 
    “I heard what you said, but I think you’re exaggerating. No one’s put together a fleet that big. Ever. The resupply of such a fleet would be incredible. Trust me; I see the numbers for my fleet every day. If I didn’t have an entire empire supporting me, it wouldn’t be possible. The fact that you say the enemy has over 100 ships is ludicrous, much less a ship that’s 25 miles wide. It doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “It does, and our best bet is to let them come here, to a system where we can set up a coherent defense.” 
 
    “I disagree.” The Rugbar looked at a claw and dusted it off on his sleeve. “Sitting here inactive only negatively impacts the bottom line, which the emperor has made very clear to me is a consideration in guiding our strategy. The sooner we deal with the enemy’s fleet, the sooner we can get back to our sources of supply.” 
 
    “As head of the Warrior Cartel, I can’t endorse that course of action,” Sheppard said. 
 
    “And as the emperor’s direct representative, I can’t endorse your plan, either.” He stood and headed toward the door. 
 
    “So you’re leaving?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “If you won’t attack the enemy, I will.” He went through the door, and one of the security personnel jumped up to escort him. 
 
    Sheppard sighed as the door shut behind them. “There goes a dead man,” he muttered. 
 
    “That’s what you get when you put a Rugbar in charge,” Captain Exter said. 
 
    “They won’t even be a speed bump to the Enemy’s fleet,” Calvin noted. 
 
    Sheppard shook his head. “No, they won’t.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a speed bump is,” Exter said, “but the loss of that many ships is going to severely degrade our defense of the stargate in this system.” 
 
    “It is…and it isn’t. That many ships in close proximity to the stargate were just as liable to get in each other’s way as they were to shoot the Enemy when they showed up. At least it makes our coordination easier. We have our ships and the three Efreeti frigates.” He turned to Captain Al Harazi. “Can I assume you’ll fight under our command?” 
 
    “You can,” the Efreeti officer said. “Although I wouldn’t mind if we weren’t in the center of the battle. Unlike Captain Gol’dat, I have a healthy respect for the enemy’s ships, and when they come pouring in, I know our smaller ones will be overwhelmed quickly if we try to go up against them individually.” 
 
    “We’ll take that into account,” Sheppard said with a nod. He turned to Lieutenant Bradford. “Okay, Mr. Bradford, I’m ready for your plan. How are we going to stop the Enemy?” 
 
    “I haven’t worked out how we’re going to stop the mother ship yet, but Solomon and I have come up with a plan for the stargate’s defense.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded for him to continue. 
 
    “The problem is the sheer number of ships the Enemy can throw at us. We’ll start with using the drones as a mobile minefield—” 
 
    “A what?” Captain Exter asked. “That word didn’t translate.” 
 
    “A minefield. Basically, we put a bunch of self-guided bombs in the area in front of the stargate, and as the ships come through, the drones attack them and blow them up.” 
 
    “So all we need are about 100 of them, and we’ll be okay?” 
 
    “I wish it were that easy, sir. Unfortunately, if the Enemy isn’t afraid of losing some ships to break into the system, he can just drive the ships through the minefield one after the other, using his ships—especially the ones they have with the spars on the end—to clear a way through it. He’s going to lose some ships…” 
 
    “But life is cheap to him, so he’d do that.” 
 
    “Exactly, and it would be too hard to saturate the area around the stargate with enough to stop the entire fleet. We’d need 107 mines in every direction, which isn’t possible, plus the fact that some of the ships—most of them, probably—won’t be stopped with just one mine. We’d need millions…billions, perhaps, to completely stop the Enemy fleet, and we have neither the time nor resources required to build them.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Exter asked. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong; we’re totally going to mine the entrance. Why are we going to do that?” he asked when he saw Exter’s mouth open. Exter nodded. “For a number of reasons. Not only will it kill some of their ships, it’ll also cause confusion, and it’ll take time for the Enemy forces to organize themselves and decide what they want to do. During that period of indecision, we’ll hit them with everything we have. Every ship, both Terran and Efreeti, will launch missiles as fast as they can, and we’ll hit them with our lasers and grasers. 
 
    “When they start to shake themselves out, we’ll withdraw, with the fleet appearing to run back to the planet. The Efreeti fleet will retire to the planet, but the Terran fleet will go to the other universe and loop around to the side of the Enemy fleet away from the replicator. We’ll pop back and forth between the universes as we go, leaving a trail of more drones.” 
 
    “But won’t the Enemy see you and know your direction of travel?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bradford confirmed with a nod. “We want them to keep their eyes on us. Hopefully, they’ll think we’re having problems with our generator, which allows us to vanish before their eyes, not that we’re doing it intentionally. They’re going to realize we’re the bigger threat and come after us, and when they do, the replicator will launch all their drones. Solomon, and all the mini-Solomon shards that are in the drones, will coordinate the mass drone strike on the fleet; after that, the Terran fleet will continue to harass any Enemy survivors as they retire toward the gate.” 
 
    “And what if they go to attack the planet?” Night asked. 
 
    “Then we launch the replicator’s drones early and coordinate a mass drone strike,” Bradford replied. “We—Solomon and I—estimate it’ll be less effective than a multi-axis strike, but it should still be extremely effective.” 
 
    “How effective?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “It depends,” Bradford said, suddenly looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “It depends on what?” 
 
    “Time, mostly. If they were to show up today, we wouldn’t have anything ready, and the odds are we’d be overwhelmed without some sort of a force multiplier. In a week, we might be able to inflict enough damage to make them leave. In a month, we’d have enough defenses to probably hold them off, without risking the Terran ships too much.” He shrugged. “All of this is based on no additional support arriving from either the emperor or Steropes. If either sends us additional weapons, we’ll be better able to protect ourselves sooner.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “What you’re telling us, though, is if the Enemy showed up tomorrow, we wouldn’t be able to hold the system.” 
 
    Bradford shook his head. “Solomon and I are in agreement. If they show up in the next week, there’s no way we can win. We might—and that’s a big might—be able to inflict enough damage that the Enemy leaves, but that assumes they’re risk averse.” 
 
    “And we’ve never seen that behavior from them,” Sheppard noted. 
 
    “No, sir. We haven’t.” 
 
    Sheppard met Night’s eyes. “You need to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.” He looked to Brighton. “You, too. I’m not going to expend our lives here for the emperor. Not without at least a chance of winning. Not while we have a defense in depth, anyway. We can continue to fall back and bleed the Enemy as we go.” He shrugged. “But this planet isn’t worth dying for.” He looked back at Night. “Having said that, I hope you’ve made some plans for the evacuation of the planet.” 
 
    “No, sir,” Night said with a shake of his head. “Up to this point, we’ve been focused on the defense. We haven’t had the resources to look at evacuation.” 
 
    “Well, then you need to get back to the planet and begin looking at it. I’d like as many of the people off the planet as we can get in case we have to withdraw. Use Solomon if you need his assistance.” 
 
    Night winced. “Sir, do you realize how many billions of people you’re talking about evacuating?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Fifty billion?” 
 
    “Closer to 75.” 
 
    It was Sheppard’s turn to wince, but then he shook his head as he sighed. “That’s a bigger nightmare than I thought,” he finally said. “Still, we have to do what we can to save as many as possible. We know what’ll happen to anyone left behind.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we do,” Night said with a sigh. He stood. “With your leave, I’ll get back to my command center and take a look at it.” 
 
    “Granted,” Sheppard replied. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m going to need it.” Night left. 
 
    Sheppard turned to Brighton. “Commander, what do you need from me?” 
 
    “Just the mine and drone blueprints, and maybe some assistance from your fighters to help place the mines. Most of my shuttles are busy bringing ore.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” Sheppard said. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Time. Just give me time.” 
 
    “Napoleon said, ‘Ask me for anything but time,’” Sheppard said with a sigh. “I don’t think he was wrong.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Throne Room, Surrgos, Surrgos System 
 
    “You have proven your worth to me…” Asmodeus said. 
 
    “Thank you, Great Lord,” Moloch said. He spoke louder than normal, as his face was pressed firmly to the floor of the audience chamber. 
 
    “For now,” Asmodeus finished. 
 
    “Of course, Great Lord.” Moloch knew Asmodeus was very much a “what have you done for me lately” style ruler. You only failed the great lord once; it was seldom that someone got a second chance—as Moloch had—and no one got a third. He was already living on borrowed time. And revolution wasn’t something to be contemplated; the great lord had lived—for all intents—forever, having been one of the nine great lords who’d conquered the last galaxy. After which, rather than sharing or fighting it out for supremacy, they’d all gone their separate ways to new galaxies, looking for new systems to conquer and subject beings to consume. 
 
    The Angra Mainyu were still rebuilding from their journey to this new galaxy; the distances had been further than expected, or the ships’ engines hadn’t performed as well as expected—no one knew, and the engineers and scientists involved had been killed and eaten, so there was no one other than the great lord to ask, and he wasn’t telling—and they had eaten their way through the subject races they’d had on the transport ships and been forced to consume members of their own race to make it the rest of the way, leaving them depleted when they arrived. 
 
    “You may rise,” Asmodeus said after a few minutes, which was, Moloch knew, the minimum time decorum required. Either the great lord was happy, or he had a task for Moloch. Moloch looked up from the orange carpet—the shade of blood—but respectfully did not meet the great lord’s eyes. It was actually easier, too; meeting the great lord’s gaze had caused many a beings to quail, and once you showed fear, your life was over. 
 
    “I have a mission for you,” Asmodeus said. 
 
    “Of course,” Moloch said. “How may I be of service?” 
 
    “Your plan for defeating the new enemy was adequate, though you did not successfully destroy the three ships that ventured into this system.” 
 
    “Thank you, Great Lord.”  
 
    “It was adequate, based on the fact that the enemy ships have technology that we do not. They can disappear and reappear at will, and their weapons can do the same, making them hard to defend against. In order to defeat them, my advisors tell me that we are going to need to have this technology, too.” 
 
    “It would definitely make winning more battles for you easier.” 
 
    “Good. We are in agreement that the Angra Mainyu must have this technology. Go and get it.” 
 
    “I…um…I’m sorry, Great Lord. Did you just tell me to go and get the technology?” 
 
    “Do I need to repeat myself?” Asmodeus asked, his voice dropping to a whisper. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Moloch replied. “I will go and get the technology for you.” He started to turn, but stopped himself. “The enemy will not, of course, want to give it up, and as you have seen, it is hard to make them fight when they do not want to. Will I be given any resources to help me secure the technology for you?” 
 
    “You may have command of three squadrons of cruisers. Do not throw them away lightly, but whatever you do, bring me back that technology. Or do not come back.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord, it shall be as you will.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Lust for Power, Shipyard, Surrgos System 
 
    “We need to do what?” the XO asked, fluttering his wings. 
 
    “We need to bring back the technology that allows our enemy to disappear and reappear.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that, Lord Moloch? So far, that group of three ships has destroyed over 30 ships, and we only have about that many.” 
 
    “True, but they can’t have unlimited missiles. I think they must have run out of them in the final battle with us.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because they fled, rather than continue to do battle with us. If they’d had more missiles, they could have continued to shoot them at us from wherever they go when they disappear, yet they did not. Therefore, I suspect they had no more missiles left to use on us, and their other systems are on par with ours. One on one, using only lasers and shields, our ships are almost a match for their big one—the one this ‘Sheppard’ was in—and more than a match for the smaller ones.” 
 
    “We just have to figure out how to force them to stand and fight,” the XO said. “As it is, we can’t keep them from running, which will make capturing one of their ships difficult, and they haven’t shown a predilection to surrender when beaten.”  
 
    “Would you surrender to us if you had the choice?” 
 
    “No, I would not.” The XO shrugged. “But many races in the past have done so.” 
 
    “True. But these have not. Why do you suppose that is?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe they value their miserable lives overmuch.” 
 
    Moloch paused, thinking. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, I think that’s it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Lord?” the XO asked. 
 
    “You asked how we would bring them to battle. We are going to have to put their people at risk; that will make them come to us. I have reviewed the battle records for this new group of enemy. When given the opportunity, they go after our collector ships first. Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lord, why?” 
 
    “Because, like you said, they value their miserable lives overmuch. Their first response isn’t to go to battle, like ours would be, but to destroy the collector ships harvesting their people. If we put their people in peril, perhaps they will come and do battle with us, to the point where we can capture one of their ships.” 
 
    “That makes sense, Lord, but we have to assume their ships have been resupplied since we fought them. As they have already defeated 32 of our ships, and we only have 36 ships with us…” 
 
    “How do we keep them from destroying all our ships?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord.” 
 
    “We didn’t have the spars the first time we fought them,” Moloch explained. “We will equip all our ships with the spars before we go, and then they will need several times the number of missiles they used the first time we fought them. We will concentrate on the big one, as much as possible, too. The smaller ones must have smaller magazines, due to their size; if we can destroy the large one, it will be easy to let the smaller ones shoot themselves dry. And then…” 
 
    “And then what, Lord?” 
 
    Moloch lips skinned back from his teeth in a lustful smile. “And then they will be ours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   

 

   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Banking Cartel Ship Greater Interest, Vuichard System 
 
    “Ten minutes to the stargate,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Very well,” Captain Gol’dat said. “Set General Quarters.” 
 
    The lights and horns for General Quarters began flashing and sounding. Gol’dat smiled. There was no way his fleet would lose to the enemy. If they were so incompetent that three ships could destroy 30 of them, his fleet would make short work of them. Then he’d destroy the Terrans on the way home, and the Efreeti nuisance for the cherry on top of the shugall. He would return the hero, and the sky would be the limit. A boardroom position was nearly assured. 
 
    “Wait…uh…” the sensor operator said. 
 
    “What is it?” Gol’dat asked. 
 
    “Uh, we’ve got ships coming through the stargate, sir! It’s…sir, it’s the enemy! Enemy ships are coming through!” 
 
    Gol’dat switched his comm to the fleet-wide net. “All ships, this is Captain Gol’dat. The enemy is making this easy for us. All ships, assume combat spread and fire at the enemy ships as they come through the stargate. Fire at will!” 
 
    The CO switched off the comm and looked at his weapons officer. “What are you waiting for? Target that ship and fire!” 
 
    Lasers speared out from at least 20 of his ships, as well as missiles and volleys of missiles from at least 20 others. The enemy ship’s shields failed, and it was holed by several lasers as a second ship emerged from the stargate.  
 
    This one was more prepared than the first ship had been, and launched two volleys of missiles before its shields failed, and it exploded. One of his ships joined it as the enemy cruiser’s second volley turned it into a short-lived fireball. In the time it took to destroy the second enemy ship, three more had entered the system, and Gol’dat’s forces spread their weapons over the new targets. 
 
    Most of the fire concentrated on the third cruiser, but not all, and it took longer to destroy than it had taken for either of the first two ships. A total of ten enemy cruisers had transitioned into the system as Greater Interest’s weapons switched to the fourth cruiser, and four of his ships were now either out of action or destroyed outright. Only about 1/3 of his fleet took the fifth cruiser under fire; many of the allied ships were now engaged in life-or-death battles of their own as the enemy continued to pour into the system. 
 
    Gol’dat swore as he watched the fifth cruiser finally detonate under his fleet’s weapons. The cruiser had taken out at least three of his ships before being destroyed. The Terran had been correct when he’d said the enemy’s ships were more than a match for his on a one-to-one basis. Twenty enemy ships had come through the stargate so far, and his fleet of 47 was down to 24 operational ships remaining. On the status board, the icon for Pure Profit went out. Twenty-three ships remaining. 
 
    “All ships, retreat to Dantar,” Gol’dat commed. “Helm, full speed back to the Dantar stargate!” 
 
    Enemy ships continued to pour from the stargate as his ships decelerated or executed skew turns. Ships that slowed were raked by all the enemy ships in passing, while those that executed skew turns were intercepted by incoming enemy cruisers. In minutes, there were more enemy cruisers than allied frigates, and his fleet had been split up so much that they weren’t able to support each other. One on one, he saw as the 30th enemy cruiser transitioned into the system, his ships weren’t even able to knock down the enemy cruisers’ shields. 
 
    Gol’dat thought he might make it out of the devastation, but the 36th ship through the portal arrowed in on his fleeing ship.  
 
    “All weapons, fire on the ship chasing us,” he ordered. The Greater Interest’s lasers lashed out…and were absorbed by the enemy cruiser’s shields. 
 
    “Fire all missiles!” Gol’dat yelled, a tinge of panic in his voice. The ship continued to close, but hadn’t fired on him yet. What is it waiting for? 
 
    “We’re out of missiles,” the weapons officer said. “All we have left are our lasers.” 
 
    That’s not going to be enough. 
 
    “We’re being hailed by the enemy ship,” the comms officer said. 
 
    Gol’dat sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “Put it on the main screen.” 
 
    A large red humanoid appeared on the screen, and its pupil-less eyes scanned his bridge. After a second, its lips pulled back in a smile, revealing a mouthful of pointed teeth. The alien’s wings slowly opened and closed behind him. 
 
    “I do not see any of the Terrans on your bridge,” the alien said after a moment. “Please tell me you have some with you.” 
 
    “What?” Gol’dat asked, not expecting the question. “No, we don’t have any Terrans with us.” 
 
    “I am Lord Moloch, fleet captain for Great Lord Asmodeus,” the alien said. “If you stop your ship, we will be merciful. If you do not, we will destroy you out of hand.” 
 
    “What will become of us if we surrender?” Gol’dat asked. “Will we be ransomed back to our people?” 
 
    “I am not going to discuss what will or will not happen to you. If it makes you feel better, though, yes, we will ransom you back if you surrender to us now, but all your ships must stop and allow us to board them, or you will all be destroyed.” 
 
    Gol’dat was out of options. The cruiser had easily caught up to his ship and was pacing alongside it. He could either stop, or he would be destroyed. There was no escape, and the nearest stargate would only take him further into enemy territory. On the battle screen, he could see an enemy ship pacing each of his remaining ships. There were only fourteen. 
 
    “All ships, stop and let the enemy board you,” Gol’dat ordered the fleet. “Helm, bring us to a stop.” He looked up to the main screen and met Moloch’s eyes. “We surrender.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the alien said with a small lisp that caused shivers to run down Gol’dat’s spine. What have I gotten us into?  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Vuichard System 
 
    “Are you really going to allow them to be ransomed back?” the XO asked once the screen had gone blank. 
 
    “Of course not,” Moloch said, licking his lips. “I’d like to look at their ships, though, and I will make whatever promise is necessary to do so. Hopefully, one of them will have the technology we need or be able to tell us about it. Then we will take them back to Surrgos and make of them a gift to the great lord. He can decide what to do with them.” 
 
    “He will consume them.” 
 
    “Probably. Which is why we need to make sure we consume our portions first.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “That didn’t take as long as planned,” Great Lord Asmodeus noted from the viewscreen, his burning eyes boring through Moloch. “Have you acquired the enemy technology so quickly?” 
 
    “No, Great Lord. We were met upon entering the next system. Approximately 50 ships were guarding the stargate entrance. Although they were able to inflict some casualties on our forces until we pushed enough ships through to deal with them, our forces were ultimately victorious, and I’ve returned with 18 enemy ships, along with their crews, who surrendered to us. The remains of another 30 ships are waiting to be picked up in the next system.” 
 
    “Did you find the technology you were sent to acquire?” 
 
    “Not yet, Great Lord. The people we captured, under questioning, reported that they don’t have it. Only the group called the Terrans have it, and they haven’t shared it with the group we captured.” 
 
    “So why are you here?” 
 
    “We wanted to deliver the ships and captives, for your pleasure, then we’ll proceed back on our mission, Great Lord. The prisoners were very happy to tell us that the Terrans are only a couple of systems over, so we will not need to be gone long.” 
 
    “Is there something else?” Asmodeus asked when Moloch didn’t immediately sign off. 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord. Our fleet lost seven ships in the battle at the stargate. I was hoping to replace them before dealing with the Terrans. If they have also set up a defense at their stargate, I will need overwhelming force to break through and capture the technology you desire.” 
 
    “How many ships do you foresee needing to accomplish your mission, based on what the prisoners have told you?” 
 
    “I would like to have 48 ships. I feel that four squadrons will ensure success.” 
 
    “Granted,” Asmodeus said. “I will have my chamberlain allocate the ships. Let me be very clear, though. This is as far as I am prepared to go with you. Do not return again without the Terran technology. If you do, I will be looking for a new fleet captain.” 
 
    “I understand, Great Lord. It will be as you command.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “We just got a load of the strange metal from Steropes,” Commander Brighton said from the screen. “What are your priorities for what we make with it?” 
 
    “Bradford wants to put Vipers on our other ships as force multipliers,” Admiral Sheppard replied. “Do you have the blueprints for the fighters?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, we do. How many do you want?” 
 
    “It’s a matter of crew as much as how many the other ships can carry. We’re training them up as fast as we can, but—even though we can upload all the information to their implants—I can’t just snap my fingers and have new pilots, despite what the old videos would have you believe. Say…ten more?” 
 
    “I can have them in two days.” 
 
    “Make it so.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Steropes also said to expect a surprise in a few days.” 
 
    “He did, did he? Did he give any indication what that surprise might be?” 
 
    “No sir, he didn’t. Only that we’d have it in a couple of days.” 
 
    “I’ve got to imagine it’s a good thing,” Calvin said. “Steropes is a smart guy. If it were bad, he would have said what it was and what he was doing to fix it.” 
 
    “True,” the CO said with a nod. 
 
    “If I may?” Captain Al-Harazi asked. When Admiral Sheppard indicated he should continue, the Efreeti said, “I have a number of pilots I could loan you for your fighters. While they would need a download of your technology, they have the piloting skills necessary to fly the craft.” 
 
    “Solomon, what do you think of that offer?” Sheppard commed silently. 
 
    “I think it is likely if they are given access to a fighter, they will try to steal one to reverse engineer it.” 
 
    “That’s my thought, too. Can you fly the new fighters until we get pilots trained?” 
 
    “I can, although it will be a lot to manage—all the drones, the fighters, and performing battle management for the Vella Gulf—even from a high level.” 
 
    “But it can be done?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it can.” 
 
    Admiral Sheppard smiled at Al-Harazi. “Thank you for your offer, but I think we’ll continue to develop our own pilots for the craft.” 
 
    “Understandable that you want to maintain a close hold on the technology,” the Efreet said. “The offer, however, stands. If you need pilots, I would be happy to provide them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Headquarters, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    Night watched critically as the scientist threw the switch. The computer’s lights flashed as it booted up for the first time. Most started out blue or orange, and a few were red, but eventually they all turned green. 
 
    “Ready for activation,” the AI said, “although I am perplexed. Query. My programming shows I am to function as the AI for a cruiser, however, I am not attached to any of the normal systems I would expect. I do not see weapons or propulsion or environmental systems. I see several firewalls, though; are those systems on the other side?” 
 
    “No,” Night said. “We have something bigger and more important for you, if you’re able.” 
 
    “I am well able to run a battleship and, if necessary, a dreadnought.” 
 
    Night smiled. “Something even bigger, I’m afraid. I need you to run a planetary defense network. Is that something you can do?” 
 
    “I will need information on what you need as that is not in my initial data set. I assume the need is great if you are activating me to do something outside my normal operating parameters. I will probably need additional storage and processing capability, but I will assist to the best of my abilities.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” Night said, looking at General Corvarre. “We’ll be overrun if we have to wait for your eggheads to get your AI in place.” 
 
    The general nodded once, a habit he’d picked up from Night. “Unfortunately, that’s probably true.” 
 
    Night called up the sequence on his implants and read, “Activation sequence Cruiser 0114 BTSU 0820 TDSW.” 
 
    “I am activated,” the AI reported. “What am I to be called?” 
 
    Night looked back to Corvarre and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m unfamiliar with your naming conventions,” the badger-like Rugbar said. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Night smiled. “In that case, I do.” He turned back to the core of the AI. “Your name is Einstein.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Viper 17, Dantar System 
 
    Lieutenant Miguel Carvalho yawned. “How many more do we have to drop?” 
 
    Lieutenant Sasaki Akio looked up from his scope, which showed the mine line they were laying in front of the stargate to the Vuichard System. “Two more, then we are RTB.” 
 
    “How many thousands of these things is going to be enough? It seems like all we’ve done for the last two weeks is lay mines.” 
 
    Akio shrugged. “I suspect we’ll keep laying them until either the Rugbar fleet or the Enemy shows up.” 
 
    “Every day the Rugbars don’t come back, it’s that much more likely they aren’t coming back.” He shook his head. “Buncha dumbasses. Not sure why they thought they could take on the entire Enemy fleet with their tiny little ships.” 
 
    “Pride goeth before a fall.” Akio looked back down in time to see a ship materialize from the stargate. “Emergence! A ship just came through the stargate!” 
 
    Carvalho sat up in his seat. “Ours or theirs?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Terra’s Hope,” Akio said. “If they’re here, the Enemy’s gotta be close behind!” 
 
    Carvalho nodded. “Let’s get these last two mines placed and head back to the Vella Gulf.”  
 
    Akio looked over at the pilot. “I don’t think you’ll be bored much longer.”  
 
    “I don’t, either,” Carvalho said. He leaned over to take a look at Akio’s scope. “I hope we have enough mines.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “It looks like about 50 Enemy ships incoming,” Captain Russ Clayton, the CO of the Terra’s Hope, said from the front screen. He’d been sent into the Vuichard system to watch for the return of the Rugbar fleet or—more likely—the Enemy after they defeated the Rugbars. He shrugged. “I don’t know if any of them turned off to go toward the other stargate once we left, but all the Enemy ships that entered Vuichard—all 50 of them—were headed in this direction when we jumped back here.” 
 
    “Fifty, huh?” Admiral Sheppard asked. “Any sign of the Rugbar fleet?” 
 
    “There was a lot of debris near the stargate to the Surrgos system, but it was impossible to tell if it was from the Rugbar or the Enemy ships.” 
 
    “But the fact that the Enemy is coming and there’s no sign of the Rugbars…” 
 
    “Tells me the Rugbars have all been destroyed,” Clayton agreed with a nod. “They may have killed some of the Enemy before being destroyed in turn—like I said, there was a lot of debris near the stargate—but I don’t think we’ll be seeing the Rugbars again.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded then squared his shoulders. “So it’s up to us.” 
 
    Clayton looked him in the eye. “You think we can do it? Fifty of their cruisers versus the three of us?” 
 
    Sheppard nodded once. “We’re going to have to.” He turned to the OSO. “Implement Battle Plan Alpha. Ships and drones out to their positions. Get the Vipers back and rearmed, then set them in a Ready Five status.” He gave the OSO a predator’s smile. “Time to earn our pay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Emergence!” the DSO called. Based on Captain Clayton’s estimate, the ships had been ready and waiting for over three hours, and everyone’s patience had begun to fray. The adrenaline returned in an instant with the appearance of the first Enemy ship. “Designating it as Alpha.” 
 
    “Enemy cruiser,” Solomon announced before the DSO could identify it. 
 
    “All ships, fire!” Sheppard ordered over the tacnet. Missiles launched from the Vella Gulf, positioned in front of the stargate, as well as from the Terra’s Hope and President Rife, which were positioned to the sides. 
 
    “Mine strike!” the DSO exclaimed. There were too many of them to display individually on the tactical display, but he’d programmed his console to watch for when they activated. 
 
    “That got his shields,” the OSO said. “He’s done.” 
 
    “Lasers only on Alpha,” Sheppard ordered. “No sense wasting the missiles.” 
 
    “Second emergence,” the DSO called, his voice less frantic this time as his training kicked in. “Calling it Bravo.” 
 
    “Alpha’s destroyed,” the OSO said. “Focusing on Bravo.” 
 
    “Third target,” the DSO called. “Now a fourth. Charlie and Delta.” 
 
    The OSO swallowed. “Gulf stays on Bravo. Hope and Rife on Charlie. Squadron One on Delta.” 
 
    Missiles continued to arc out from the three ships, and the Gulf’s squadron of Vipers launched two missiles. 
 
    “Mine contact on Charlie,” the DSO announced. “Its shields are down. Echo and Foxtrot now in-system.” 
 
    “Hope and Rife, finish off Delta,” the OSO ordered as Bravo exploded. “Gulf to Foxtrot.” 
 
    The Enemy ships continued to pour into the system like a rain-swollen river, and it wasn’t long before there were more targets than the OSO could coordinate strikes on. Solomon took over the direction of the Viper squadron he was piloting, along with the drones he was managing. The Efreeti ships fired into the melee from long range, but weren’t terribly effective. Some of the Enemy ships ran into mines, helping the Terrans’ cause, but not enough. 
 
    “Missile strike on the Rife,” the DSO said. “We’re not killing them fast enough.” 
 
    “Doing the best I can,” the OSO replied. “There’s too many of them!” 
 
    “Focus,” Sheppard said in a normal tone. “Keep doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Vipers are empty,” Flight Ops announced. “They’re returning to get rearmed.” 
 
    The Vella Gulf rocked as a missile detonated on its shields. “Shields down to 74%,” the DSO reported. “Sierra has us in range.” Several laser strikes on the Gulf drained the shields even more. 
 
    “Working on it…” the OSO muttered.  
 
    Another volley of missiles leaped from the Vella Gulf, and Sierra was destroyed. Sheppard looked up at the status monitor. The Gulf only had a couple more volleys left, then it would be shot out. The Hope was the same, but the Rife was even worse—it was down to its final volley. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it, are we?” the CO asked Solomon over a private circuit. The AI took two full seconds to reply, and Sheppard realized Solomon was as maxxed out as its human counterparts. 
 
    “No, we are not,” Solomon finally replied. “There are now too many in the system. We are taking more damage than we are giving.” 
 
    “Rife just jumped,” the DSO said as one of the blue icons on the display disappeared.  
 
    Sheppard could see a corresponding drop in Hope’s shields as the Enemy ships that had been firing on the President Rife refocused on her. 
 
    And more ships continued to come through the stargate. Sheppard could see the battle for the stargate was lost, and if they stayed any longer, they would all be destroyed and the system would fall, too. 
 
    “Efreeti ships fall back to the other stargate,” Sheppard ordered. “Terran ships are to fire their last missiles, then jump to the Jinn Universe and head to the replicator.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    The ship emerged to find the battle almost won. “Status report,” Moloch ordered. 
 
    “Plot coming up now, sir,” the comms minion announced.  
 
    The screen stabilized, and Moloch did a quick count. Twenty-nine ships had preceded his into the system; only ten remained. Two of the Terran ships also remained, but as he watched, both disappeared.  
 
    “Call the Lust for Vengeance and get a report,” Moloch added after determining which of the remaining ships had been the earliest through the stargate and would have the most comprehensive report. 
 
    One of the icons on the screen flashed and disappeared. 
 
    “What was that?” Moloch asked. “Have the Terrans returned?”  
 
    “No,” the weapons officer replied. “If they have, I don’t see them on my system, anyway. I have three ships, but they are smaller and are heading toward the other stargate. I don’t believe any of them to be the Terrans.” 
 
    “The Terrans apparently left explosives in the vicinity of the stargate,” the comms minion reported. “Lust for Vengeance reports that several of the ships we lost ran into them. Apparently, a single one of these mines is big enough to cause a ship’s shields to fail.” 
 
    “Hold position here,” Moloch instructed the helm minion. “Did the Vengeance have anything else to report?” 
 
    “All three Terran ships were here, but the smallest one disappeared after taking damage. The other two just disappeared, as we saw when we arrived. There were some of their smaller fighters and some even smaller attack craft, but they either returned to the bigger ships or disappeared when the bigger ships did.” 
 
    “What about the other ships that are currently fleeing?” 
 
    “They are like some of the ships we fought earlier. They appear to be allied with the Terrans.” 
 
    “Did they give any indications of having the technology we need to acquire?” 
 
    “No, Lord Moloch.” 
 
    “Then let them go. Tell the other ships to search the wreckage around us. If there is anything from the Terrans, I want it.” He turned to the sensor minion. “What else exists in this system?” 
 
    “There is a habitable planet with a massive population. There are a number of facilities in orbit, including a replicator.” 
 
    “We will look there next after we search here.” 
 
    “Should we not go after the ships or at least try to find out where the Terrans are, Lord Moloch?” the weapons officer asked. 
 
    “The Terran allies are of no consequence. If you can suggest a method of tracking the Terrans, I will certainly use it. Do you have such a thing?” 
 
    “No, Lord Moloch,” the weapons officer said, looking down at his console. 
 
    “As it turns out, I have a very good idea of where they’re going,” Moloch said, “and we will go there shortly. Until then, this debris field represents our best chance of acquiring the Terran technology, whether from a destroyed fighter, or maybe a piece of one of their ships that was shot off of it.” 
 
    “Where are they headed, Lord?” the sensor minion asked. 
 
    “Look around,” Moloch said, waving a claw toward the display screen. “See all the destroyed ships? They must have used most of the missiles they carried to do so. If they have any weapons left, they don’t have many. They are probably heading back to either the planet or the replicator for resupply.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go there then?” 
 
    “After we search the wreckage,” Moloch repeated. “I am in no hurry to explore how far the mine field extends, and I am certain this is our greatest opportunity to find their technology. Since they can disappear at will, we can’t bring them to battle on our terms. There is no guarantee we will get the technology if we pursue them.” 
 
    “But the replicator—” 
 
    “The blueprints for their technology could easily be deleted before we get there, and the Terrans could also blow it up in our faces as we arrive. There is no sure way to get the technology if we keep following the Terrans or their allies. This is our best hope. And if we don’t find anything here, I know how to bring the Terrans to battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Dantar System 
 
    “Comms officer,” Admiral Sheppard said, “see if you can get in touch with the planetary defense command.” In addition to jump units for ships and fighters, several personal units had been replicated, which allowed personnel from the planetary defense command to jump back and forth between the universes to pass along information to the fleet. In the past, the Terrans had used their stealth mode to remain unseen; the Enemy’s ability to see through stealth meant they had to develop workarounds. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” the comms officer said. “Got him,” she reported after a couple of minutes. 
 
    “Good. Please ask for a status update. Specifically, I want to know if the Enemy bought our diversion.” 
 
    “It doesn’t appear so,” the comms officer said after a few minutes. 
 
    “They aren’t following the Efreeti ships?” Sheppard asked, disappointed. 
 
    “No, sir.”  
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “The rep says they’re just sitting where we left them at the stargate, mostly,” the comms officer replied. “Additional ships have arrived in the system; they’re reporting a total of about 30 ships now present.” 
 
    “Damn,” the OSO said. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to face quite that many in round two.” 
 
    “Most of their ships had the new spar system on them,” Solomon noted. “A lot of our missiles were wasted on them.” 
 
    “So now there are 30 of them and still only three of us,” Sheppard said, “and they’re well-armed while we don’t have anything but lasers left.” 
 
    “At least the Rife made it out before she was destroyed,” the engineering officer said. “They’ll be back to a fully operational status in a few hours.” 
 
    Sheppard looked at the overhead. “I take it we have you to thank for getting them out of the battle, Solomon?” 
 
    “Yes,” the AI replied. “There was a wave of missiles incoming, and I determined the odds they would be destroyed were approaching 77%. The odds of them taking serious damage were near 100%. I thought it would be prudent to remove them.” 
 
    “You thought right,” Sheppard said. “Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.”  
 
    “The Enemy ships are moving,” the comms officer said suddenly. 
 
    “Are they going after the Efreeti ships?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “No, they’re heading toward the planet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    The Lust for Vengeance went to full power and turned toward Dantar. Ten ships followed after it, the Lust for Power tucked in behind them, and then another 12 ships came after. As expected, a couple of the ships preceding his hit mines, and Moloch smiled to himself. What’s the point of having minions if you don’t use them? Happily, none of them were seriously damaged, as their shields absorbed most of the blast, and the next ship in line then took the lead while the damaged ship repaired its shields. 
 
    They’d covered about half the distance to the planet when the sensor minion called out, “Contact! It’s the Terrans!” 
 
    “Where?” Moloch asked. 
 
    “On a bearing to the other stargate,” the minion replied. “They appear to be…yes, they appear to be damaged; they aren’t going full speed.” 
 
    “Do we follow them?” Moloch’s XO asked.  
 
    “No, we do not,” Moloch replied. “Continue toward the planet.” 
 
    The XO stepped next to the command chair and lowered his voice. “You know what the other commanding officers will report to Asmodeus if we return empty-handed. They’ll say we had an opportunity to catch the Terrans, and you failed to take it.” 
 
    “They would say that, if that’s what happened,” Moloch replied, “but it isn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “These Terrans are smart, and they rarely do anything without a purpose. They have the ability to appear and disappear at will. When they show up somewhere, you have to wonder why they chose that time and place to appear.” 
 
    “They’re trying to influence our behavior, like they did in earlier battles with them,” the XO said. His wings fluttered while he thought. “By appearing damaged, they’re trying to get us to follow them.” 
 
    “And why would they do that?” 
 
    “Because they don’t want us to go where we are heading,” the XO said. He smiled as understanding dawned. “They are trying to protect the people on the planet. Maybe the technology we are searching for is also resident there.” 
 
    “Perhaps. It is also quite likely in the replicator.” 
 
    “Then we should go there with all haste before they can get back!” 
 
    Moloch cocked his head as he thought. “Just because the technology is in the replicator, doesn’t mean they will allow us to have it, though,” he said after a minute. “All that means is it exists. They could still blow up the replicator if they wanted to.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” the XO asked. 
 
    “The same thing combatants always do in war,” Moloch said with a smile. “We make them do what they don’t want to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “We’re in position, sir,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Jump back to our universe then, please.” The three ships jumped back, limping along as they headed to the stargate. 
 
    Tension on the bridge was thick enough to cut as everyone waited to see the Enemy’s reaction to their ploy. After a couple of minutes, the OSO sighed. “They’re not buying it.” 
 
    “It does not appear so,” Solomon said.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “A number of things,” Solomon said. “First, they left several ships at the stargate. I don’t know what those ships are doing, but they mostly seem to be remaining near the site of the battle. One of those ships is a different class than all the rest. Although I am unable to tell what its purpose is, it is noteworthy that it is different. Those ships remain at the gate. 
 
    “The Enemy has also just split five ships off from the main body heading toward the planet. Instead of following us, though, they are turning toward the replicator.” 
 
    “Forcing us to defend both the planet and the replicator.” Sheppard’s eyebrows knitted. “I really hate this guy.” He sighed. “Helm, come about. Give me a course to intercept the Enemy fleet. Maybe they’ll be more interested in us if we poke them a bit.” 
 
    “I’m getting a hail from the Enemy fleet, sir,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “Well, that’s interesting,” Calvin said. 
 
    “It is, indeed,” Sheppard said with a nod. “Put it on the main screen.” 
 
    After a few seconds, Moloch appeared on the screen. He surveyed the Vella Gulf’s bridge, but didn’t say anything for several long seconds. 
 
    “What is it you want, Moloch?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “The same thing I’ve always wanted—to feed on your soul.” He smiled. “But at this present moment, I will settle for acquiring the technology that allows you to disappear at will. Give it to me, and I will not destroy the planet.” 
 
    Sheppard smiled back at him. “You know my answer to that has to be no.” 
 
    “I am fully prepared to take it from you. I would rather you gave it to me intact, but if I have to reconstruct it from the remains of your ships, I can do that as well. I know you are out of missiles, and—while your shields are good—they aren’t good enough to go up against ten-to-one odds. If you fight us, you will lose.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “Oh, you have some new trick to pull on us of which I’m unaware?” His smile broadened. “Do tell.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Sheppard shrugged. “I’ll tell you what. If you turn around now, I won’t chase you; I’ll let you go. But if you come back here, you’ll be destroyed.” 
 
    “You don’t scare me,” Moloch said. “I know you’re bluffing.” 
 
    “Last chance.” 
 
    “It has been nice jousting with you, but that time is over. If the planet has to die to make my point, so be it.” The screen went blank. 
 
    “So what’s your new trick?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Admiral Sheppard said, then he smiled, “but I’m sure you’ll think of something while you’re flying to the replicator.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    “Do you think they actually have another surprise for us?” the XO asked. 
 
    Moloch shook his head. “It is unlikely. If they had something new, they would have used it against us at the stargate when they had the greatest chance of success.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “We continue to the planet and bomb it. I suspect the Terrans will return to defend it, but if not, we’ll assault the replicator. If they blow it up, we will continue to bomb the planet until they either give us the technology or we reduce the defenses enough to land and take it from them. 
 
    “And if they don’t have the technology on the planet?” 
 
    “We will follow the Terrans to the next planet and destroy it, then the next planet, and so forth—never giving them time to rearm themselves—until they give it to us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cockpit, Viper One, Vicinity of the Replicator, Dantar System 
 
    The Enemy ships approaching the replicator slowed and came to a stop. 
 
    “You suppose they’re getting a bit nervous?” Lieutenant ‘Skoal’ Skooliessiss asked. 
 
    Calvin looked over to his Weapons Systems Officer, or WSO, and smiled. “If you came up on something that ought to be defended, but it wasn’t, wouldn’t you get a little nervous?” 
 
    “I would…but they’re devils. Do devils get scared?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe these do.” A large hatch opened on several of the ships, and smaller ships issued forth. “Or maybe they just want to send over away teams in case we blow up the replicator rather than hand it over to them unopposed.” Calvin shrugged. “Either way, that’s our cue.” He switched to the comm. “Launch the drones! All ships, fire!” 
 
    Across the surface of the replicator, the remaining 28 drones lifted off and thrusted toward the Enemy ships. At the same time, five fighters de-cloaked and launched at the nearby ships. 
 
    The boarding ships veered off crazily, trying to get out of the way of the attack as the main enemy ships—obviously ready for an attack—fired their lasers at the Terran fighters. A few missiles also launched—both anti-ship and anti-missile—but the fighters had launched from too close, and the Enemy ships only stopped two of the incoming 25 missiles. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Sex, Dantar System 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the XO asked. “There are no defenses. Let’s take it quickly before they have the chance to delete the files. If we are the ones to find and bring back the Terran technology, Asmodeus will elevate us to fleet command!” 
 
    “It’s the fact that there are no defenses that bothers me. In all our dealings with the inhabitants of this galaxy, have you seen a single facility that was undefended?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    “But nothing. The Terrans can go invisible when they want to. I can feel it; they are nearby, just waiting for us to do…something and then they will attack. Think about it—why did Moloch send us over here with only five ships?” 
 
    “Because there were no defenses, and he thought we could take it easily?” 
 
    “If so, why didn’t he do it himself? He needs the technology, or Asmodeus will kill him. Why would he let us have a chance at getting the glory for recovering the technology?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lord. Why?” 
 
    “Because he obviously thinks this is a trap, just like I do. The replicator is sitting there, looking like it is undefended, but it’s not.” 
 
    “Where are the defenses, then?” 
 
    “Perhaps they are invisible. Perhaps the Terrans intend to blow up the facility in an explosion so cataclysmic it will destroy our fleet.” 
 
    “Which is why you stopped the ships here.” 
 
    The CO nodded. “The problem is, we still have to go over there, which is probably when the Terrans are going to attack. We are damned if we do and damned if we don’t.” He sighed. “Weapons officer, coordinate with your counterparts and stand ready for attack.” 
 
    “We already have. We’re ready, Lord.” 
 
    “Very well, launch the boarding teams. As soon as they are clear, turn right 90 degrees. Align all weapons in that direction.” 
 
    The boarding shuttles launched, and the ship had just begun to turn, when the Terran fighters materialized. 
 
    “Missiles inbound!” the sensor minion called.  
 
    “Firing!” the weapons officer added. 
 
    The CO knew they didn’t have much of a chance—the enemy had launched from far too close—but the weapons officer did the impossible. He shot down two of the missiles. The other three missiles were caught with the spar. Although it was reduced to nothing and the shields took a big hit, they held. 
 
    “Damage report!” the CO ordered. 
 
    “Shields are holding but are down to 56%,” the engineering minion replied. “No major systems offline at the moment.” 
 
    “Well done,” the CO said to the weapons officer. “Now kill them.” 
 
    “They’ve disappeared,” the sensor minion said, “but there are a number of the smaller craft that explode coming toward us!” 
 
    “Kill them instead,” the CO directed. “Don’t let them get close. Tell the other ships—” He looked at the display and saw the other ships. Two had been destroyed, and the other two were currently without shields. “Disregard,” he finished. Anything I’m going to do, I’ll have to do myself. There is no retreat. “Helm! Full speed ahead! Steer toward the replicator.”  
 
    He’d been wrong to stop away from the replicator, he saw. At that spot, they could use any of their weapons with impunity, and not worry about damaging the replicator. If I can just get close enough to the replicator, though, they won’t be able to trigger their robot bombs. 
 
    “Sir!” the sensor minion called. “The replicator is spinning!” 
 
    “Give me a visual, on screen!” 
 
    The long-range view came up on the main screen. 
 
    “Hold on!” the weapons officer yelled. “I’m not going to get them all!” 
 
    The CO’s eyes went to the tactical display. One of the enemy’s robots was almost to the ship. It detonated, buffeting the ship. The ship’s lighting flickered but held. 
 
    “Shields down!” the engineering minion reported. “Minor damage on a number of levels.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” the comms minion said. 
 
    The CO looked up to see what the minion was referring to. The minion’s eyes were huge and focused on the main screen. The replicator had stopped spinning, and the two ship-caliber lasers mounted to it were now pointed straight at his ship. They both flashed simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cockpit, Viper One, Vicinity of the Replicator, Dantar System 
 
    The lasers drilled lengthwise through the Enemy ship, and both motors went out, taking away any ability—assuming any of the crew was still alive—of steering the ship off its collision course with the replicator. “No!” Calvin yelled. “Sarah! Get off the replicator, now!” he commed.  
 
    He didn’t know whether she heard him or not, but she didn’t reply, and he watched in horror as the ship plowed through the replicator almost dead center. Something in the ship blew up in the crash—probably a fusion plant—and the twisted tangle of metal detonated in a mass of shrapnel. 
 
    He turned the fighter away from the remains of the replicator. Even if she’d somehow lived through the crash, there was no way she’d survived the explosion that followed. 
 
    Not only that, the fighters were supposed to rearm on the replicator. Without the missiles they were supposed to pick up, all they had were their internal lasers. Against fully armed cruisers, it would be like bringing a knife to a gunfight. 
 
    But losing a fighter pilot to what amounted to nothing more than bad luck? A pit in his soul opened, threatening to draw him in. Oh, fuck it. He swallowed and straightened his shoulders. Self-pity is fine, but payback is better. “Give me a vector for something to kill,” Calvin ground out finally. “Are there any of the Enemy left?” 
 
    “Not here,” Skoal said. “The drones destroyed the others nearby. The closest targets are the ones the Gulf is fighting in orbit.” 
 
    Calvin nodded once and turned to line up the planet with the craft’s nose, then looked out the window. The rest of the strike package were in formation on his wing. Without missiles, they might not be able to turn the tide of the fight…but after losing Sarah, he was willing to try. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Planetary Defense Command Headquarters, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “We have incoming!” one of the sensor techs called. 
 
    Night fought down the urge to strangle the young Rugbar. “How many incoming?” he asked instead. “What types?” 
 
    The technician jumped as if poked with a sharp instrument. “Oh, yeah…” He looked back at his scope. 
 
    Damnit, Night thought. We trained for this. Admittedly, not as much as I’d have liked, but enough to at least get through the initial phase of the attack. I don’t have time for this. “Einstein, can you help?”  
 
    “I indicate at least 20 orbital bombardment rounds have been released from the Enemy fleet. There is not enough separation yet to give an exact count. They appear to be unpowered rounds. Even still, they will be coming in with orbital velocity, and the damage will be excessive.” 
 
    “Do you have an estimate of their targets?” 
 
    “I am getting separation on them.” The AI paused. “It appears they are targeted on the ten largest population centers and concentrations of defensive forces. That does not include this site.” 
 
    It wouldn’t, Night knew. All their communications went through landlines, and there was nothing showing on the plateau above. The Enemy wouldn’t know where the headquarters was…until they broke into Einstein. But when they did that, all would be lost. 
 
    Hopefully, they aren’t able to do that yet. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Einstein?” Night asked. 
 
    “I am fine, Major Train. The Enemy has not attempted to break into my systems.” 
 
    Night smiled. They’d implemented a dead man’s switch in Einstein, along the lines of the one Solomon had created for himself. Although Einstein couldn’t jump to the Jinn Universe to save himself, if he was breached, code had been implemented to take his central systems offline. It was better to have the AI off the board than actively fighting against his masters. 
 
    “Activate anti-bombardment defenses,” Night ordered. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much they could do against the bombardment rounds. Giant slugs of inert metal about the size of a phone pole, their destructive power came from the kinetic energy of the projectile impacting at around Mach 10. With that kind of closing velocity and an extremely small radar cross-section, hitting them was hard. Additionally, unlike a powered missile, hitting them wouldn’t blow them up or cause them to disintegrate to any appreciable degree. It certainly wouldn’t be enough to make them burn up in the atmosphere, but they might at least redirect them to hit in a less valuable place and maybe—although not much—take away some of their impact energy, mitigating the damage somewhat. 
 
    “Should we shoot back?” General Corvarre asked. The Rugbar was nominally the head of the planetary defense forces, and Night was theoretically an advisor, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to run the apparatus he’d created…and Corvarre was obviously happy to allow him to do so. 
 
    “Not yet,” Night said. “We’ll wait a little longer.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we want to shoot them now?” 
 
    “For a number of reasons. One, I’m waiting to coordinate with the fleet when it arrives. It’ll be more effective that way. Two, I’d like them to be a little closer. It’ll give them less time to react. Third, if we fire anything now, they’ll know where our sites are, and they can hit them, taking away numbers one and two.” Night shook his head. “No, we’ll wait for now.” 
 
    “But it looks like one of their targets is the missile launch site at Dalbar,” Corvarre said, looking at the tactical plot. “We’re going to lose that one.” 
 
    “Probably so,” Night said. “We’ll sacrifice that pawn to get their king later.” 
 
    “I understand sacrificing a minion, but I was unaware the Enemy had a king, or that he was nearby.” 
 
    Night sighed. “Those are terms from a game on my home world. I’ll teach it to you sometime if we survive this. For now, just accept that I’m willing to lose it so we can save the rest of our defenses for a time when they can be more effective.” 
 
    “Sir! They’re attacking the replicator!” the comms tech exclaimed.  
 
    Night nodded. There was nothing they could do to assist in the defense of the replicator, even if they didn’t have most of the Enemy fleet approaching orbit. “C’mon, Admiral,” he muttered. “Time to get in the game…”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Dantar System 
 
    “I’m talking with the PDC rep,” the comms officer said as the Vella Gulf, along with the other Terran ships, approached the planet in the Jinn Universe. “Looks like they’re dropping bombardment rounds on Dantar, sir.”  
 
    “What actions has the defense command taken in return?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Nothing so far,” the DSO replied. “They’re shooting at the bombardment rounds, but they haven’t fired at the ships approaching orbit yet; they’ve been waiting for us.” 
 
    “Approaching weapons range,” the OSO noted, “based on the targeting information I just received.” 
 
    “Major Train has spent all this time building missiles,” Admiral Sheppard said with a smile. “I think we ought to let him use them, don’t you?” He turned to the comms officer. “Send a message to Major Train’s representative. “My respects, and let him know we’re in position. Please tell him to flush all his missiles at the Enemy fleet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    “They are firing at our bombardment rounds,” the weapons officer noted. 
 
    Moloch nodded. “Make sure you note where their weapons launch from and add them to the target list for the second round.” 
 
    “You think that will be necessary?” the XO asked. 
 
    “It will certainly be necessary at some point,” Moloch said. “Whether now to make the Terrans fight us, or later when we come back to harvest this planet. Better we destroy their systems now than let them have time to move them and use them against us again when we come back.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is.” 
 
    Moloch shrugged. “But I have a feeling it won’t be necessary now. Between the attack on the replicator and the orbital bombardment of the planet, I suspect the enemy ships are very close and are just waiting for the right moment to attack.” 
 
    “What is the right moment?” 
 
    “Sir! The force sent to capture the replicator is under attack!” the comms minion exclaimed. 
 
    “Missiles launching from the planet, Lord!” the sensor minion added. 
 
    “Apparently, this is the right moment,” Moloch said. “Weapons officer, destroy those missiles and put a bombardment round into every missile site that launched on us,” he ordered. “Everyone else, stand by for attack!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Dantar System 
 
    “The Enemy fleet is scattering to defend against the missile attack from the planet,” the DSO said. “Initial indications are their laser systems are effectively destroying the missiles in the boost phase. It doesn’t look like many will make it to orbit.” 
 
    “Well, let’s complicate things for them, shall we?” Sheppard asked. “Have the fighters attack. OSO, you may jump us back and fire when ready.” 
 
    Everything flashed, then an Enemy cruiser appeared alongside the Gulf. It took a second for Solomon to lock on, then the OSO fired a broadside into it at point blank range. Simultaneously, Terra’s Hope and President Rife appeared at other points around the Enemy fleet and opened up on other ships. Although their targeting wasn’t as fast as the Gulf’s with Solomon’s assistance, they were still able to get in the first shot before the Enemy ships could find, identify, and target them. At the same time, the remaining five Vipers appeared at the tail end of the fleet, and each of them fired their lasers at different ships. 
 
    “Enemy shields holding,” the OSO said, “but they’re weakening. Firing again.” Beams snapped out from the length of the Gulf’s broadside, and this time the enemy ship’s shields dropped. The remaining energy from the grasers opened up holes in several places on the Enemy ship’s hull. 
 
    “One more volley ought to do it,” Sheppard said as the first Enemy shots impacted the Gulf’s shields. The good part of being at point blank range was that the Gulf’s crew couldn’t miss. The bad part was, neither could the Enemy. 
 
    “Missiles launching from several ships at us,” the DSO noted. He sounded far more professional in this fight, Sheppard thought, than he had in the earlier engagement. 
 
    “Don’t waste any of our remaining missiles on them,” Sheppard replied. “We won’t be here when they arrive, will we, Solomon?” 
 
    “We will not, sir,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Weapons charging and…firing!” the OSO exclaimed. The grasers reached out again and drilled through the Enemy ship, holing it from one side to the other. One of the beams destroyed something in the aft end of the ship, and the engineering spaces detonated spectacularly. 
 
    “Jinn Universe now, please,” Sheppard said, and everything flashed as they left their normal universe. Within a few seconds, the other members of the Terran fleet joined them, having also fled Enemy missiles. 
 
    “Damage report,” Sheppard ordered. 
 
    “No damage,” the duty engineer said, “although our shields are down to 76%. The Hope and Rife are at 82 and 44%, respectively.” 
 
    “Very well. Let’s reposition and do it again. Let the Rife know I don’t want them to get beat up; they’re to minimize their chances of taking damage.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “Major Train’s rep says the Enemy ships are maneuvering randomly now,” the DSO reported. “It’ll be hard to get good data to jump back in on.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make do with what we have, then, and hope Solomon can beat them to the punch,” Sheppard directed. 
 
    “Easier done than said,” the AI replied, rather primly. 
 
    “If you see any Enemy ships that are wounded, finish them off with the drones.” They still had 18 antimatter drones. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Several of the Enemy ships targeted by the Vipers were without shields when we jumped out,” Solomon noted. 
 
    “Good. Finish them.” The CO looked around the bridge. “Anyone else have anything to add?” 
 
    “If we’re going to jump back before the missiles arrive every time,” the DSO said, “I can use my weapons offensively.” 
 
    The CO nodded once. “Please do so.”  
 
    Nothing else was said, and the CO nodded again, then looked at the OSO. “When you’re ready, then.” 
 
    Everything flashed, and the Gulf was back in normal space. Within seconds, the closest Enemy vessel was targeted, and the grasers fired, while four of the drones detached from the Gulf’s hull and drove off toward other members of the Enemy fleet. The anti-missile lasers and missiles also fired at the targeted ship. Although they weren’t as powerful as the anti-ship ones, the Enemy cruiser was close enough for them to be effective, and they fired far faster than the anti-ship weapons. The anti-missile lasers sprayed out like a Gatling gun, dropping several of the Enemy’s shields.  
 
    The crew onboard the Enemy ship was faster than the first one they’d fought, and lasers impacted their shields before the main weapons could get off a second round. Missiles leapt from the Enemy cruiser toward them. 
 
    The Gulf’s main weapons fired again. Several of them holed the Enemy ship; others knocked down the remaining shields that had survived the first round. 
 
    “We can move on to the next one,” the CO said. “It may not be dead, but it’s severely damaged.” 
 
    “It will be dead when we return,” Solomon said. “I sent two drones to finish it off before we jumped.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the CO said. “Shields?” 
 
    “They’re at 30%,” the duty engineer said. “The other ships are even lower.” 
 
    “Hmmm…That’s lower than I want to have before we start a new attack,” the CO said. “Let’s recover the fighters and allow the shields to recharge before attacking again.” 
 
    “We may have to go back sooner than that, sir,” the DSO said. “The Enemy has just begun a general bombing of the planet. Major Train is asking for assistance ASAP.” 
 
    Sheppard sighed. “Dammit. I figured they might try something like this to force us to fight to the end.” 
 
    “Are we?” the DSO asked, sounding apprehensive. 
 
    “We won’t do anyone any good if we get ourselves killed,” Sheppard said. “The Enemy would just roll across the galaxy like they did before, and they’d do so during our time, too.” He squared his shoulders. “Still, we could probably give them another round—if we’re careful. That would eliminate another ship or two and slow down the destruction until the Hope and Rife can recharge their shields. OSO, pick out another target.” 
 
    “Umm…I can’t pick out a new target, sir,” the OSO said after consulting with the planetary defense command rep. “The Enemy fleet is leaving…and you’re never going to guess why.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    Moloch watched with growing annoyance as the Terran ships appeared and disappeared at will, always seeming to get off a shot or two before his ships could retaliate. They were wearing down the Terran ships, but at the cost of a number of his ships. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “We are beating them down, Lord,” his XO said. “The next time they appear, we should be able to finish them off, especially the two smaller ones.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, though,” Moloch replied. “What will make them appear if they are damaged? We cannot bring them to battle if they do not choose to come. I have a feeling that once we get them close to destruction, they will stop coming back until their shields are recharged. 
 
    “In the meantime, though, we can repair our ships and recharge our own shields.” 
 
    “They’ve killed nearly half of the 20 ships we had in orbit. With each loss, we grow weaker and they grow stronger. The odds are not in our favor.” 
 
    “What if we launch a massive strike on the planet? That would make them come out and stay until they can be eliminated.” 
 
    “Perhaps…” Moloch said. “Somehow, though, I don’t think it will be as easy as you believe. Nothing with them is.” He shrugged and then glanced at the weapons officer. “Begin a general bombardment.” 
 
    “Lord Moloch!” the comms minion exclaimed. “The Lust for Life just found one of the Terrans’ smaller missiles, and they have successfully recovered it.” 
 
    Moloch nodded to the comms minion. “Alert the fleet. All ships, return to the stargate. Full speed.” He turned back to the XO. “We will take back our prize and figure out how the Terrans are able to disappear, then we will return and harvest their souls.” 
 
    “Lord Moloch!” the sensor minion called as the ships began to turn away from the planet. “A new ship has entered through the other stargate. It is much bigger than the Terran ships and is heading in our direction at full speed.” 
 
    “Can you identify it?” 
 
    “No, but it appears to be built in the same general shape as the ships the Terrans’ use.” 
 
    “And how big is it?” 
 
    “Approximately a mile and a half long.” 
 
    The XO moved closer to Moloch. “If it is armed similarly to the other Terran ships…” 
 
    Moloch nodded. “Then we don’t want to fight it.” He smiled. “Happily, we don’t have to.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    The Terran fleet jumped back to normal space and spent a frantic few minutes searching for the Enemy fleet. 
 
    “Huh,” the OSO said. “It’s just like planetary defense command said; the Enemy is retreating.” 
 
    “And the battleship?” the CO asked. 
 
    “I have them on comms,” the communications officer said. “It’s the Olympos. Captain Jim Stevens, commanding.” 
 
    “Captain Stevens? When we left, Ensign Stevens was helping coordinate the replicator schedule for Steropes and training junior flight crews.” 
 
    “I guess things have changed,” Captain Exter said. “Promotion in your navy appears to happen…quickly.” 
 
    “You’re telling me.” Sheppard chuckled. “I, at least, would have been up for admiral by now if we hadn’t left home.” He turned to the comms officer. “Please put Captain Stevens on screen.” The screen flashed, and Captain Stevens appeared. “Captain Stevens, I presume?” 
 
    The junior officer at least had the good sense to appear embarrassed about the assumption of rank. “It’s only honorary!” he exclaimed. “I’m still Ensign Stevens. They all just call me captain because—” 
 
    “I understand,” Sheppard said, cutting him off. “Regardless, it’s good to see you. Things were starting to get…interesting before you showed up.” 
 
    “Happy we could assist,” Stevens said, “although all we did was show up.” He looked down. “Umm…If you have someone more qualified you want to send over here to take command…” He waved a hand toward the bridge, where a number of Weebers could be seen manning the various systems. Stevens was the only Terran in sight. 
 
    “No,” Sheppard replied. “It appears you have your crew working together. I don’t want to interrupt what you have going.” 
 
    “Uh, sir?” the DSO asked. “I’m sorry, but I have some bad news.” 
 
    “We just drove off the Enemy and now have a ship that’ll help us beat them if they return,” Sheppard replied. “Aside from having their mother ship show up, what could be so bad?” 
 
    “Well, I was reviewing the video from the stargate—” 
 
    The CO nodded. “It’s good to see what lessons can be learned. I’m glad you’re doing so.” 
 
    “Well, yes sir, but that wasn’t what I was doing. The intel officer asked for more footage of the strange ship that was at the stargate so they could determine what it was and if there were good areas on it to target. That’s not the point, sir.” 
 
    “Okay, what is the point?” 
 
    “Look at this.” He pressed several buttons on his slate, and the monitor lit up. The image was from a long way, and it was grainy and a little distorted. “This is some footage that was captured as we jumped back and forth during the fight.” He pointed. “See this ship here?”  
 
    The CO nodded. “That’s the weird-looking one you’re talking about at the stargate, right?” 
 
    “It is, sir. But I think I figured out what the extra equipment mounted on it was for—it was a giant tractor beam.” He zoomed in. The image got grainier, then some image enhancers were applied, and it came more into focus. “And look what it got hold of.” 
 
    “Is that…is that one of our jumping missiles?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is. It’s one of the fighter-launched missiles. And they’ve got it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Well, shit,” the CO said. “So the Enemy may not have been frightened off by the battleship—they may have been here for the tech, and when they got it, they ran.” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir, but Solomon and I agree. Based on what the planetary defense command has told us, the Enemy ships were already retreating before the battleship came through the stargate.” 
 
    “We can’t let them have it,” the OSO said. 
 
    “Very true,” Admiral Sheppard replied. “The problem is, I’m not entirely sure how we’re going to get it back.”  
 
    “Chase them down and fight them like we were just doing?”  
 
    Sheppard looked at the overhead. “Solomon, if we left right now, could we catch the ship with the missile onboard?” 
 
    “No, sir, we could not, even if we ran the engines at their maximum,” the AI replied. “Not before they make it back to their home system, anyway. They have too much of a head start. We would also have to get past the other ships of their fleet to do so, although we could theoretically do that by going to the Jinn Universe.” 
 
    Sheppard blew out a breath. “I’d like to talk to the staff, however, I suspect we’re going to be going after them.” He looked up at the screen, where Stevens was still watching. “Did you hear all that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I did.” 
 
    “Good. Flank speed and head to the stargate. We’ve got some ships to chase down.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    Admiral Sheppard’s eyes scanned across the staff seated at the conference table, then all the people seated around the periphery of the room. A variety of emotions were displayed on their faces, but the most common was fear. In fact, about the only person who didn’t show at least some fear was Calvin; he just looked angry. When he’d returned and found out the Enemy had gotten away with the jump technology, he’d been livid and had wanted to know why they weren’t already going after the Enemy fleet. After Sheppard had reminded him that they were out of missiles and low on just about everything else, he’d requested to lead the pursuit of the Enemy force from the Olympos. 
 
    Sheppard was pretty sure he’d have taken a Viper if it’d had the range. Most of the remaining members of the squadron would probably have gone with him, not that it would have done any good. Commander Brighton had been with the squadron since almost the beginning and had been respected by all. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Sheppard said. “I know this is a very emotional time for everyone—it is for me, too—and I know everyone feels the need to rush off and do something, but we needed to calmly and rationally decide on a plan of action.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with ‘chase them down and kick their asses?’” Calvin muttered almost under his breath. 
 
    “Nothing,” Sheppard said, choosing not to discipline him for his lack of decorum. “And that may be what we ultimately decide to do, but if that’s the case, we’ll do so because it makes the most sense, not because that’s what a spoiled brat fighter pilot wants to do.” 
 
    Calvin’s head snapped up and his eyes bored into Sheppard’s, but the admiral didn’t back off. “Even if that spoiled brat is our designated hero,” Sheppard said, without breaking contact. “Maybe even because he’s our hero, and we expect better of him.” 
 
    Calvin flinched as the remark hit home, and he dropped his gaze to the table again. After a couple long seconds, he sighed heavily. “Yeah, you do.” His head came back up again, although slower this time, and when his eyes met Sheppard’s, the hatred was gone. “And you should expect better,” he added. He sighed again and looked around the room. “Sorry, everyone.” 
 
    “We all understand,” Sheppard said. The majority of the heads at the table nodded. “I understand quite well, in fact, as I was the one who assigned her to the replicator. I don’t know why she didn’t leave like she was supposed to; apparently she thought she could win.” 
 
    “And she did,” Calvin replied, his voice soft. “She had the bastards. It was just bad luck.” 
 
    “It was bad luck,” Sheppard said, “but the fact remains that both she and the replicator are now gone, and the Enemy has one of our jumping missiles. Any thoughts on that?” 
 
    “I have a thought,” Solomon said. 
 
    Sheppard started, not expecting the AI’s input. Usually Solomon waited until asked. “What’s your thought?” 
 
    “Looking at the situation without emotion,” Solomon said, “it is imperative that we do everything possible to get the missile back, or at least to destroy it before the Enemy reverse-engineers it. The only advantage we have over the Enemy—both in this time and in our own—is that we can jump to the Jinn Universe. If the Enemy develops that technology as well, there will be nowhere for us to hide, and our chances for ultimate success go down substantially.” 
 
    “So you recommend going after them?” 
 
    “I do. As quickly as we are able, while we still know where it is. As of now, we don’t have a solution for their AI in our time, and if we have to face them when we get back, I have nowhere safe to escape to.” 
 
    “You, or the ship?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “For all practical purposes, both of us. And the crew, as well, by extrapolation. If we were to face the Enemy in our time, we would all be destroyed.” 
 
    “I would like to go on record as voting against that,” Master Chief muttered from his chair behind Calvin. 
 
    “I’m going to have to agree with Master Chief,” Calvin said. “We’ve come too far and lost too many people for that to be the outcome.” 
 
    “As it turns out, I agree with you,” Sheppard said. “And I imagine everyone is in agreement that we should go after the Enemy ship that has the missile.” Heads nodded around the table, as well as from the other fleet COs who were participating via video link. “Solomon, best speed to the stargate. Please coordinate with the other ships’ COs to arrive there when the Olympos does.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the AI said. 
 
    “Okay,” Sheppard said, looking back around the table. “So we chase after them. What happens when we catch them?” Several people started to speak at once, and Sheppard held up a hand. “Remember, all the ships except the Olympos are out of missiles, and the Enemy will probably have at least 50 cruisers. We can get some replenishments on our way to the gate to replace the smaller craft we’ve lost, but we’re still going to be outnumbered pretty significantly, even if the mother ship isn’t operational.” 
 
    The room went silent as everyone tried to come up with a plan that had at least some small chance of success. Finally, Calvin raised his hand, and Sheppard nodded to him. 
 
    “Well, obviously we can’t go toe-to-toe with them,” he said. “I suspect we’ll still want to use some of the Olympos’ missiles, but trying to engage them in a fleet battle isn’t going to work out. Sure, we can try to use the tactics that were working here in our last fight with them, but they’ll probably protect that ship with the rest of their fleet, and we might have to take some serious losses in order to destroy it.” Calvin held up a hand. 
 
    “Also, destroying the ship that got away with the missile doesn’t ensure we’ll actually destroy the missile.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “How do we know the Enemy isn’t transshipping the missile to another ship in their fleet right now, while we can’t see them?” He shrugged. “We don’t.”  
 
    A number of heads fell as they thought about that possibility. 
 
    “So what are you suggesting?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “We’re going to have to go board the ship with the tractor beam and blow it up, after we make sure the missile is still aboard. It would be better if we could steal it back and not leave them any pieces of it, but I’d settle for detonating a nuke alongside it.” 
 
    “And how are you going to get onboard the ship?” 
 
    Calvin smiled. “Very carefully?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Vuichard System 
 
    “Enemy ships!” the DSO called as the Vella Gulf transitioned into the Vuichard system. “Oh, wait. Never mind.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Admiral Sheppard asked. 
 
    “It means the Olympos has already taken care of them.” 
 
    “Comms officer, get Ensign—I mean Captain—Stevens please.” 
 
    After a few seconds, the young officer appeared on the front screen. “Yes, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “What happened?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “There were three Enemy ships waiting for us when we transitioned into the system,” Stevens replied. “We took them under fire. They weren’t prepared to face a battleship, and they were under-armed to do so, in any event. They were destroyed.” He waved to the crew who could be seen on the bridge. Of note, none of the normally easily excitable Weebers seemed to be showing any emotion. “The crew performed admirably.” 
 
    Sheppard closed his mouth with a conscious effort, collected himself, then asked, “That was your first combat, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Not mine, Skipper; I’ve been in combat on the Gulf lots of times.” He shrugged. “It was my first time being in charge, though, and the first time for the rest of the crew, yes, but we ran simulations all the way here, just like you used to do on the Gulf.” He smiled. “I imagine you still do. Regardless, fighting three cruisers wasn’t a challenge after some of the battle problems we ran getting here.” He shrugged. “Really, sir, it was no big deal. That said, there were several ships waiting at the other gate; they’ve since gone through to Surrgos.” 
 
    “So they know we’re coming.” Sheppard shrugged. “Nothing can be done about that. Well done preparing your crew, Captain. Unfortunately, I suspect the problem to get more complicated in the next system.” 
 
    “We know, sir, and we’ll be ready. Stevens, out.” The screen went blank. 
 
    “Our little boy has grown up,” Calvin said. Stevens had come to the ship as a junior naval flight officer, but had been medically disqualified from flight status. 
 
    “It appears so. Hopefully, he can do the same when we break into the Surrgos system.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thirty seconds to stargate,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Very well,” Admiral Sheppard said. He looked around the bridge. All was in readiness, or at least as much as could be. The Terran fleet was attached to the Olympos, and would ride the ship through the gate to maximize their combat output. Sheppard was still kicking himself for not doing it on the gate into Vuichard and letting Stevens—whom he still thought of as an ensign—go first. He had the most combat power with the battleship…but far and away the least experienced crew, had something gone wrong. 
 
    The helmsman cleared his throat. “Stargate…now.” 
 
    The stars in the viewer expanded into infinity, and everything went black…then salty…and then the stars snapped back into new positions. 
 
    “Emergence in the Surrgos system,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “Launch the shuttles, and all ships disperse!” Sheppard ordered. The viewer showed the shuttles in the bay lift and exit the ship. When they were clear, they jumped to the Jinn Universe. The Vella Gulf had been attached to the back of the battleship, so hopefully they’d made it out unnoticed. He shrugged; there was nothing more he could do about it now. With the shuttles clear, the Gulf detached from the Olympos, like the other ships, and moved into a combat spread. 
 
    “There are…no ships in the gate area,” the DSO said. 
 
    “Really?” Sheppard asked. He’d expected to get mobbed upon entrance. 
 
    “The DSO is correct,” Solomon said. “There are no Enemy ships in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Where did the group go that we were chasing?”  
 
    “They are approaching what you were calling the mother ship,” Solomon replied. “All the ships in the system appear to be in the vicinity of the shipyard.” 
 
    “Very well,” Sheppard said. “All ahead two-thirds toward the mother ship. Time to get their attention.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “They have appeared, as you said they would,” Asmodeus said from the ship’s main viewscreen. “You seem to understand them, these Terrans.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment, Great Lord,” Moloch said, “but there wasn’t much understanding that went into that prediction. The Terrans currently have one—and only one—advantage over us: their ability to go invisible. They obviously saw us take the missile, or they wouldn’t have come after us.” 
 
    “But to come into this system, the seat of my power?” 
 
    “It is a singular advantage, Great Lord. If we can figure out the missile and reverse engineer it, the Terrans will no longer have the ability to avoid us or to make us fight battles on their terms.” 
 
    “But to think they can fight our fleet with just four ships, even if one is larger than normal?” 
 
    “As I said, Great Lord, it is an advantage that they have to protect, or we will drive them before us like every other race we’ve come upon. They are coming in slower than normal, though, which puzzles me. I expected them to come after us as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Perhaps they are going slowly to try to determine if the Conqueror is operational.” 
 
    “That is possible. It is also possible they are having to conserve their fuel because they didn’t have time to fill their stores before they came after us. For whatever reason, it is different…and when the Terrans do something differently, it is usually because they are about to surprise us with a new capability.” 
 
    Asmodeus smiled. “This time, however, it will be we who surprise them.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord, it will be…and I am very much looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “So they’re not doing anything?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” the DSO replied. “Their ships are all waiting in front of the mother ship.” 
 
    “Okay, so why are they doing that?” 
 
    “At a guess, it’s because they don’t want to come out to meet us and have us slip past them in the Jinn Universe. They have to know we can’t allow them to get that technology.” 
 
    “It is also possible that the mother ship has achieved some measure of operational capability,” Solomon noted, “even if it doesn’t have full propulsion yet.” 
 
    “Are you seeing increased power usage?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Not at this time,” Solomon replied, “but it would not take them long to bring up their power levels sufficiently to launch missiles at us. Sustained usage of lasers would obviously require more energy.” 
 
    “Something that big could have a lot of missiles on it, too,” Sheppard noted. “That would be an ugly surprise.” 
 
    “No kidding,” the DSO muttered. 
 
    “And all their ships appear to have spars attached to their bows,” the OSO added. “It’s going to take a lot to get to where we’re actually hurting them. Even if we had a full load of missiles, we couldn’t significantly damage their fleet.” 
 
    Sheppard smiled wanly. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing we don’t have to go toe-to-toe with the entire fleet, then.” He nodded once. “Comms, send out the message to assume attack formation.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “Now what are they doing?” Asmodeus asked from the ship’s main viewscreen.  
 
    “They have spread their force out greatly, Great Lord,” Moloch replied. 
 
    “My ship has sensors, too,” Asmodeus said. “I can see that their fleet, such as it is, has spread apart. My question is why have they done that?” 
 
    Then that’s what you should have asked. Moloch looked at the battle plot for a couple of seconds to gather his thoughts. “I don’t know what is in their commander’s mind,” he said finally. “Perhaps he is hoping that by spreading his force, we will split ours, and allow them to slip through our screen and get to the Lust for Life.” 
 
    Asmodeus’ brows knit. “To what end? The Lust for Life is docking with the Conqueror now. We will shortly have their missile aboard, and there will be nothing they can do about it.” 
 
    Moloch shook his head. “I am afraid I don’t know anything else about what they might be doing.” 
 
    “It does not matter. You will let them get in close, and then you will destroy them! We will conquer this galaxy, and I am tired of this upstart race delaying us in that endeavor. Do not fail me again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “Any movement?” Sheppard asked.  
 
    “No,” the OSO replied. “Their entire fleet is holding position in front of the mother ship, and it doesn’t appear that they’re coming out to meet us. The ship we’ve been chasing has docked with the mother ship.” 
 
    “And they’re all packed in right in front of it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir; I’m afraid they are.” 
 
    The CO looked over to the comms officer. “Please get me Ens…Captain Stevens.” 
 
    In a couple of seconds the young officer’s face appeared on the viewscreen. “Are you seeing this?” Captain Sheppard asked. 
 
    “If you mean that they haven’t budged and are about as tight as you can get to the mother ship, yes, sir, I have.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    Stevens smiled. “Well, I would have loved it if they’d all dispersed in accordance with your plan, but we’ve game-planned a few contingencies in case something like this happened.” 
 
    “You’ve already game-planned contingencies?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. My OSO and DSO look at every plan from the standpoint of, ‘What’s the worst possible thing the enemy could do to mess up the plan?’ and then they come up with options for if that happens. It just so happens that this is the contingency they thought would be worst.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Well, I wish they’d come out to meet us, sir, sure. I mean, that would make it a lot easier to get at ‘em. But we didn’t actually think it likely they would.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sheppard asked. He found it hard to keep his jaw from dropping.  
 
    “No, sir. They have to know our capabilities by now, and we figured they’d know we were coming for the missile they got away with. If they sent their ships out to meet us, they had to know we’d jump to the Jinn Universe and go right past them to get what we wanted.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to share any of this info with my planning staff?” 
 
    “Well, the plan sounded good, until we started game-playing it. Then we decided—even though it would be cool if it worked—it probably wouldn’t, and we needed to be ready for it when that happened. I’m happy to report that we are.” 
 
    Sheppard took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m going to ask again. Why didn’t you share this with my staff?” 
 
    Stevens flushed slightly and looked at the deck. “Well…uh…” His eyes came back up to meet Sheppard’s. “I was pretty sure you weren’t going to like our solution. We ran it by Solomon, though, and he agreed that it was the plan most likely to work.” 
 
    Sheppard cast a glance toward the overhead. “They shared it with you, Solomon, and you didn’t feel it necessary to share with me?” 
 
    “They asked me not to,” Solomon said somewhat primly, “and, at the time, it was only a contingency. I will say, however, that Captain Stevens is correct. It is the plan with the greatest likelihood of success.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re done colluding behind my back, would one of you like to tell me what the contingency plan actually is?” 
 
    “Sure, Admiral. We’re all going to go toward the mother ship until they start shooting at us, then we’re going to pretend to run, and jump to the Jinn Universe. At which time, my ship will proceed inbound to the mother ship.” 
 
    When Stevens didn’t add anything else, Sheppard raised an eyebrow. “And then, what happens next?” 
 
    “We pop up alongside the mother ship, so close that almost all our weapons are able to bear on the mother ship and the ones alongside it. We fire everything we have at it, and beat their shields down, then the shuttles jump in, and the troops assault the ship we’re chasing.” 
 
    “What happens if you don’t beat the ship’s shields down?” 
 
    Stevens looked uncomfortable. “Well, if that happens, we jump back to the Jinn Universe, and the shuttles jump in inside the shields. As that’s obviously a lot more dangerous, it wasn’t our preferred choice, but we had to come up with something on the chance that the mother ship’s shields came on, and they were stronger than we could deal with in the time we have before we’re destroyed.” 
 
    “Unacceptable,” Sheppard said. “If I go along with this plan—and that’s a huge if—you are not to allow yourselves to be destroyed.” 
 
    Stevens smiled a half-smile. “And that’s why I didn’t share it with you; I knew that would be your response.” 
 
    “It is, and I refuse to allow you to sacrifice yourself or the ship.” 
 
    “Well, Skipper, I’m sorry, but there really isn’t anything you can do to stop us. See, I resigned my commission before we left Margath. I’m in command of the Weeber ship Olympos, which is crewed entirely by Weebers, in addition to myself. I’ve discussed it with my crew, and we intend to carry out this mission, regardless of what it takes. Regardless of the cost.” 
 
    “I forbid it.” 
 
    Stevens’ smile turned sad. “And I’m telling you that you have no jurisdiction over us. The only way you could stop us is to fire on us, and we both know you don’t have the missiles required to knock our shields down, much less do us any harm.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “But nothing, sir. This is what has to be done.” Stevens shrugged. “You’re looking at it from the Terran perspective. You’d like to get the missile back, but not at the cost of Terran lives. The Gulf can always jump back to our time.” He shook his head. “Not so for the Weebers. 
 
     “If the Terrans leave, they have to face the Enemy by themselves. If we leave the Enemy with the missile, they can jump to the Weebers’ base in the Jinn Universe, and everything we’ve done—everything they’ve done to protect themselves—will be for naught.” 
 
    Stevens shrugged again. “What I think is more likely is that you, Admiral, will stay to defend the Weebers until the very end. That’s what you do. That’s especially likely if the Enemy is able to jump to the Jinn Universe. You may even be destroyed, which means you won’t jump back, and our civilization back in our time will be destroyed, also, which means everything we’ve done—everyone who’s sacrificed themselves since we’ve been here—will also be for nothing.”  
 
    He squared his shoulders. “Someone has to prevent the Enemy from getting the jump technology, for both of our civilizations’ sake. We understand that we’re the only ones who can do it, and do it we shall.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There are no buts, Admiral Sheppard. We intend to breach the Enemy’s shield and get Calvin and his folks into the ship. Hopefully, they’ll be able to retrieve or destroy the missile the Enemy stole. Please be aware that the Gulf will need to return to the mother ship to retrieve the shuttles in case we’re unable to do so.” With that, Stevens cut the connection, and the viewer went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   

 

   Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Asmodeus said. “What do the Terrans hope to achieve? They have to see how outnumbered they are.” 
 
    “Perhaps they have become irrational,” Moloch replied. “With the loss of the missile, they have decided to suicide themselves rather than let us have it.” 
 
    “Is that possible?” Asmodeus asked. “You think they intend to drive their ships into ours and hope to blow us up, just to destroy the missile?” 
 
    Moloch twitched his tail in a shrug. “Honestly, Great Lord, I’m not sure what to believe, and that is the only thing I can think of that makes any sense. We know they can’t have many missiles left onboard their ships—except for the one they have that is bigger. They certainly don’t have enough weapons to engage our fleet, even if they think the Conqueror isn’t operational. Knowing that they have no chance, why would they still be coming toward us? The only reason I can think of is that they intend to ram their ships into ours. If they go fast enough, such a collision would be catastrophic.” 
 
    “And yet, they aren’t accelerating like they would be if they were trying to maximize their damage potential.” 
 
    Moloch shook his head. “No, they aren’t. Perhaps they feel they have enough velocity already, and they are worried we will move and they won’t be able to maneuver fast enough if they are traveling too fast.” 
 
    “But you think they mean to ram.” 
 
    “I do, Great Lord, which is why I’ve pulled in the wings of our fleet to better maximize the number of missiles we can fire at them. If we mass our fire, we can knock out their ships, and then maneuver so their hulks fly past us harmlessly.” 
 
    “A wise plan,” Asmodeus said with a nod. “You will have to destroy them a long way out. It will take the Conqueror a long time to move any significant distance.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord; that is the plan.” Moloch looked at his battle plot. “They are just entering our missile envelope now. All ships, fire!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “I have missiles launching all across the fleet,” the OSO said, his voice rising slightly. “Many hundreds of them, in fact. More are aimed at the Olympos, but there are a couple hundred coming in our direction.”  
 
    Sheppard hid a grin. Despite having been in combat a number of times, the OSO’s voice change was a testament to the enormous number of missiles coming toward the ship. That many missiles was certainly enough to make your sphincter twitch. “Solomon, initiate a 180-degree skew turn for the fleet. When the missiles are 10 seconds out, please jump us all to the Jinn Universe.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the AI replied. On a private circuit, the AI asked, “I assume that applies to the whole fleet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sheppard replied silently. “All except the Olympos. They’re on their own.” 
 
    “You never asked, but I can control the Olympos, too.” 
 
    Sheppard’s eyebrows rose. “You mean take control of the ship…even if they don’t want you to?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Just as I can jump the other ships in the fleet, I can control the Olympos, as well. This was one of the reasons I never mentioned Captain Stevens’ plan. If you were completely opposed to it, I could force him to turn around and come with us.” 
 
    Sheppard thought about it for a moment. “No. Let them proceed as planned.” He paused, but then added, “I have to know, though. This really is the plan with the greatest likelihood of success?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral, it is. I know your aversion to loss of life, but it is necessary to secure the missile the Enemy has—or destroy it—and this is the option with the highest chance of success. It is possible—probable even—that the Olympos and all aboard will be lost, but if they are unable to get Commander Hobbs’ forces aboard the ship, it is likely that the galaxy will be depopulated by the Enemy, both now and in our time, and in both our universe and the Jinn Universe, as well. In this case, the needs of the trillions of life forms in the galaxies outweigh the needs of those aboard the Olympos. And, as Captain Stevens said, he put the choice to a vote, and his entire crew volunteered to perform this mission.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He knew you’d ask, so he let me watch. Everyone aboard volunteered to attack the mother ship, given the necessity of the mission. Most of the Weebers have family back in their home system they are trying to defend.” 
 
    Sheppard wiped a tear from his eye surreptitiously. “Vaya con Dios, Olympos,” he muttered under his breath.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, WSS Olympos, Surrgos System 
 
    “Follow the rest of the fleet’s maneuver, and jump when they do,” Captain Stevens said. “Then continue the turn and proceed inbound to the target.” It took every bit of his self-control to keep his voice from cracking. There must have been times that then-Captain Sheppard had been ready to piss his pants—like Stevens was now—but Sheppard had never let on to anyone that he was. He’d always maintained that calm, ‘we’re going to win’ mien that made people believe in him…and that they had a chance. 
 
    Unlike their current circumstances, where there wasn’t much of a chance they’d be coming back. He set his shoulders. If we can give Calvin the opportunity he needs, though, that’ll be enough. Maybe they’d let his sister know about his sacrifice when they got back. If his nephew got to grow up in an Enemy-free galaxy, it would be worth it. 
 
    “You with me, Solomon?” he asked the AI shard that had moved in with the ship’s AI, Zeus. 
 
    “Yes, Captain Stevens, I am here. Is there something you require?”  
 
    “Not at the moment.” Sheppard didn’t know that Stevens had asked the AI to shard off a copy to run his weapons system, like he’d done for the fighters in their last fight, and it was currently riding along with Olympos. It would give him an advantage—he hoped—and the two AIs could share information and responsibilities for the upcoming fight. It wouldn’t save more than infinitesimal fractions of a second…but that might be what was required win the battle…or at least survive long enough to accomplish the mission. “Just happy to hear a familiar voice.” And one I don’t have to be as brave with. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    Calvin looked over to where Lieutenant Bradford was playing with a small, handheld remote. “It’s going to work, right?” 
 
    Bradford nodded. “It is. Well, it should, anyway.” 
 
    “You’re not filling me with optimism, sir,” Master Chief O’Leary said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin added. “If they’ve moved the bomb off the ship that stole it, we’re going to need some way of finding it again…and fast.” 
 
    “It’ll work,” Bradford said. He held up the box. “This tracks the anti-particles given off by the missile’s jump system. There shouldn’t be any other anti-particles in the Enemy ship.” 
 
    “What kind of range does that have?” 
 
    “I’m, uh…” He looked down. “I’m not really sure.” 
 
    “Why not?” O’Leary asked, with a dangerous tone. “If they’ve moved the bomb…” 
 
    “It’s not that I’m worried about the tracker not working—it will—it’s just that I don’t know how well it will work. I haven’t had time to test it, and nowhere good to test it at.” 
 
    “Can’t you test it now?” 
 
    “Well, not really. While we’re in this universe, I get a lot of interference from the anti-particles that are here, because here, they aren’t anti-particles, they’re what’s supposed to be here, so there are a lot of them. Or maybe it’s the missiles the shuttle has, the jumping ones, which people handled and got the particles around us…or the fact that the shuttle transported some at some point and the particles fell off and didn’t all completely degrade right away…”  
 
    Calvin held up a hand after Bradford trailed off to get his attention. “So what you’re saying is the tracker will work on the Enemy ship, because it’s never been exposed to anti-particles—except for the missile we’re looking for—but you don’t know how well, because we’ve contaminated our ship and this shuttle with the anti-particles from our weapons?” 
 
    Bradford smiled. “That’s it!” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    “So we’re betting on the come, like always,” O’Leary noted over a private channel. 
 
    Calvin sighed. “Seems like it.” 
 
    “Well, according to the plan, the fleet ought to be engaged now.”  
 
    Calvin took a breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah, assuming everything went according to plan.” 
 
    “You don’t think it did?” Master Chief asked. Calvin shrugged. “You’re just a bundle of optimism today, aren’t you, sir?” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “Has the Enemy done anything we wanted them to?” Calvin asked. “Either what we wanted or when we wanted them to do it?” 
 
    “Well no, but that’s gotta mean we’re due for some good luck, right?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind.”  
 
    Master Chief let it go, and Calvin went back to what he’d been doing—planning “what if” contingencies in his head. What if the fleet can’t get the Enemy Fleet to disperse? What if the Enemy’s shields aren’t down when we get there? And worst of all, What if the mother ship is operational, after all? 
 
    They’d figure out a way, he decided, and worrying about it any more than he had to would only make him indecisive if or when it happened. He put his head back and tried to still his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “Commander Hobbs?” the pilot called a little while later. “I’ve got Captain Stevens on comms for you. I’m patching him through.” 
 
    “Commander Hobbs?”  
 
    Calvin sighed. “Hi, Jim. Can I assume from the fact that you’re calling me that the plan has gone to shit?” 
 
    “Of course. Would it be any fun otherwise?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, it actually would,” Calvin said with a snort. “I’d like it if it went well for once. But since it didn’t, what’s up?” 
 
    “All the Enemy ships stayed tucked in next to the mother ship, rather than coming out to play with the fleet.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “So what does the admiral want us to do? And don’t say turn around, because we can’t do that.” 
 
    “I know,” Stevens said, his voice sounding sad. “We have to destroy the missile, which is why we’re proceeding to the mother ship in this universe.”  
 
    “The entire fleet?” 
 
    “No, just the Olympos. We’ll come alongside the mother ship and the ship with the missile, jump back to our universe, and knock down their shields so you can assault your target.” 
 
    “But if all the ships are tucked in next to the mother ship…” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s going to be hairy, but at least the mother ship hasn’t given any indication that it’s operational. We ought to be able to quickly flatten the other ship’s shields and then get back out so we can pass you the final coordinates for your jump back over.” 
 
    “That’s the best you could do?” 
 
    “That’s all we can do.” 
 
    Calvin nodded to himself. Probably true. Still… “I’m surprised the admiral’s letting you do this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say he’s letting us, so much as I told him we’re doing it and didn’t let him say no.” 
 
    Calvin’s jaw dropped. “He’s going to be pissed.” 
 
    “He’ll only be pissed if we’re not successful, and if that’s the case, I won’t be around for him to be pissed at. Besides, if our positions were reversed, tell me this isn’t exactly what you’d have done.” 
 
    “Well—” Calvin cut himself off, realizing the truth of what Stevens had said. 
 
    “Exactly. I’ve seen you do something similar too many times. Besides, if Sheppard couldn’t talk us out of it, you’re certainly not going to do so. We’ll let you know before we cross over for the attack. Stevens, out.” The line clicked as he disconnected. 
 
    “Bad news, sir?” O’Leary asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I know this is going to come as a surprise, but the Enemy didn’t do what we wanted them to. They’re all packed around the mother ship.” 
 
    “So what’s our plan? I’m all for getting the missile back, but if there’s no chance of us getting through their defenses…” 
 
    Calvin sighed. “The Olympos is coming back. They’re going to jump in ahead of us and beat down the defenses so we can get in.” 
 
    “Speaking of suicide…” O’Leary shook his head. “They’ve got weapons and better shields than we do, but if they’re taking on the entire Enemy fleet by themselves, they don’t have a chance.” 
 
    “Their goal is just to knock down our target’s shields so we can get in.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll actually jump back out again?” 
 
    “No, I think they’ll stay there to try to give us cover.” 
 
    “They don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “No, Master Chief, they don’t.” 
 
    “So we better make sure we get that damn missile.” 
 
    “Yes.” Calvin nodded, his lips pressed tightly together. “We will.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, WSS Olympos, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “Captain Stevens, how do you want me to do this?” the navigator asked. “I’m not sure how close we should get. If we jump back, and the Enemy ships have moved, and we interpose on one…” 
 
    “Then we’re not going to be much good as an expanding ball of atoms.” Stevens nodded. “The problem is, of course, that we don’t want to show up too soon, tip our hand that we’re coming, and give them time to prepare for us.” If they don’t already expect something. He thought for a moment. “Zeus? Solomon? Do either of you have any ideas?” 
 
    “We could use one of the shuttles to give us a situation update,” Solomon said. “If we launched it now, it would be further from the Enemy fleet than when we jumped into the Jinn Universe. It might not tip our hand too much.” 
 
    “Zeus, can you remote pilot a shuttle and make that happen?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Stevens. A shuttle is already being prepared.” 
 
    “Great. Navigator, go to a spot ten miles from where the target ship was docked and take up station there. We’ll get the final positional data from the shuttle, and then we’ll jump back.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    And hopefully we won’t telegraph the attack too much. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “Bah,” Asmodeus said from the screen. “I was hoping for a fight—and to capture some of these Terrans. It is too bad they are running.” 
 
    “They appear to be, Great Lord,” Moloch replied, “however, I am not convinced. The other ship went invisible; it may be trying to approach us under cover of its invisibility.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “They know they cannot allow us to get their technology. If we do, they’re finished. There is no place in the galaxy that we won’t be able to hunt them down and exterminate them.” 
 
    The way Asmodeus held his wings indicated profound disbelief. “How is one ship—even one that is bigger than any of our normal ships—going to stop us? Even if it is returning, which I greatly doubt, it will be destroyed as soon as it shows itself.” 
 
    “Still, Great Lord, I would advise you to raise the shields on the Conqueror and get the missile off the Lust for Life as soon as possible. If they don’t know where the missile is being held, they can’t destroy it with a nuclear weapon.” 
 
    “There are still enemy vessels in this system, and I don’t want to let them know we’re operational. The shields will stay down unless they are needed. As far as the missile goes, though, I agree that moving it would be wise, especially since I would like to see it. The throne room would be an excellent place to store it, where all my subjects can see my latest triumph.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I would advise you to do that,” Moloch replied. “It is a missile. What if there is still something explosive in it that blows up?” 
 
    Asmodeus shrugged. “Then I will lose a few minions. It matters not.” 
 
    “Can I at least move some of the ships over to protect the Lust for Life in case the enemy ship appears?” 
 
    “No! You will maintain your position!” Asmodeus roared, obviously having reached the end of his patience. “No more questions, and no more trying to distract me. I want to see the missile—this thing of great power—and I will do so. Do not bother me again!” The connection cut. 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Moloch’s XO asked. 
 
    “You heard Asmodeus. We’re going to maintain our position.” 
 
    “Lord Moloch, something new just appeared,” the sensor minion announced. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It was something small, like one of the small transport ships the Terrans use.” 
 
    “Was? Do you not have it anymore?” 
 
    “No, Lord. It was there for just a few seconds, and then it disappeared again.” 
 
    “Where? Where was it? Close aboard?” 
 
    “No, Lord. It was actually farther away from us than where the bigger ship disappeared. That is why it took me a little to classify it. I was watching in close, as you commanded me to do.” 
 
    “Broaden your search,” Moloch said. “That ship is still around.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” the XO asked. 
 
    “I think the Terran ship is still in the area, and probably moving closer to us. They were probably using their little ship to spy on us, hoping we wouldn’t see it.” 
 
    “And now that we have?” 
 
    “Nothing has changed. Asmodeus gave us orders to maintain our position. Do you want to ask him to change his orders?” 
 
    “No, Lord,” the XO said as a look of fear crossed his face. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Moloch said. “I have advised Asmodeus that the Terrans are still here, but I will follow my orders and maintain our position.” He smiled. “That doesn’t mean I won’t share my concerns with my fellow ship captains and have them ready for battle, should it become necessary.” He shrugged. “I don’t, however, feel the need to push Asmodeus’ patience any further. We will maintain our readiness, though.”  
 
    “And if the Terrans show up?” 
 
    “Then we will do something different.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, WSS Olympos, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “We just got the info back from the shuttle,” the OSO noted. 
 
    “Anything changed?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “Nothing has changed,” the OSO replied. “The ships are still in the same formation, with their shields down.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” 
 
    “Can I talk with you a moment in your conference room?” the XO asked. 
 
    “Navigator, how much time until we’re in position?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes, sir.” 
 
    Stevens nodded to the XO, got up, and followed him to the conference room located just off the bridge. “What is it?” he asked after the XO shut the door behind them. 
 
    “If nothing has changed,” the XO said, “is it still necessary for us to do this? Why don’t we let the attack force go in without us? Maybe no one will notice them, and they can get in unopposed. Stealth would be the better option.” 
 
    “It would,” Stevens said with a nod. “However, even though they don’t appear to have taken any additional precautions, they have to know we’re still here. They may just be sitting there, ready to spring the trap on us as soon as we show up. If the shuttles go in first, they might be annihilated without accomplishing anything. No. We go in, kick down the door, and distract the Enemy while the attack goes in.” 
 
    “But you may be unnecessarily throwing away the lives of the crew!” the XO exclaimed, his eyes wide. 
 
    Stevens nodded sadly. “Yeah, I may be, and don’t think that thought doesn’t weigh heavily on me. It does. But when measured against all the people back on our home planets—not to mention the countless trillions galaxy-wide—is our potential loss that big a deal?” He shrugged. “It is for us, certainly, but it’s a small investment for the safety of the galaxy.” 
 
    The XO sighed and looked down. 
 
    “Solomon, Zeus, want to weigh in on this?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “Although we differ in our percentages,” Solomon said, “we both find it likely that the Enemy knows we are still in this system and is expecting an attack.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they raised their shields, then?” 
 
    “It is possible that they not only want a missile to experiment on,” Zeus said, “but they also want a Terran to experiment on, as well. It would be easier to figure out the technology if they had someone to tell them how it all worked. They may be trying to draw us in to capture either the Olympos’ personnel, its replicators, or the AIs that have all those details and much, much more.” 
 
    Stevens sighed. “I hadn’t thought of that. We can’t allow the ship to be taken.” 
 
    “The Enemy capturing the Olympos intact would be even worse than if we let the Enemy keep the missile they already have,” Solomon agreed. 
 
    “Got it.” Stevens shook his head. “Is it possible to overload the antimatter plants, or dump containment, or whatever you call it, if it came to that?” 
 
    “It is possible,” Zeus said. 
 
    “If it comes to that, I want you to do it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. If we are in danger of being captured, I will do so.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “Commander Hobbs, I have Captain Stevens again. Patching him through.” 
 
    “Go for Commander Hobbs.” 
 
    “We’re almost in position. We haven’t noticed any changes in their defensive posture, but both of my AIs find it likely that the Enemy is trying to draw us in to trap us.” 
 
    “Both of your AIs?”  
 
    “I not only have the ship’s AI—Zeus—I brought along a copy of Solomon to help run the weapons systems, since he’s seen the Enemy in action.” 
 
    Calvin nodded, though Stevens couldn’t see him. “I can see that.” 
 
    “Regardless, we’re about to go in. Give us five minutes to knock down their shields, then make your jump.” 
 
    “And if the shields aren’t down?” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to figure out something on your own, because we’ll be dead. The AIs think they want some live humans to teach them how the technology works. We’re not going to give them that.” 
 
    Calvin opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out. He wanted to tell Stevens not to make the attempt—and definitely not to push it so far they lost their lives—but he knew they might need that edge. And, if it meant the Enemy found out how to get to the Jinn Universe, the lives of two universes’ worth of people were at stake. “Good luck,” he finally said into the overlong pause. “We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “We’ll hold them off as long as we can.”  
 
    “Hey, Stevens,” Calvin said, but then his voice choked up again, and he had to swallow to clear it. 
 
    “Yeah?” Stevens answered when Calvin paused. 
 
    “Thanks,” Calvin said. “Thanks for doing this.” 
 
    “Just doing what needs doing. That’s what I learned from you. Stevens, out.” 
 
    The line went dead, and Calvin sniffed, trying to hold his emotions in check. 
 
    “The Olympos just sent us the final coordinates,” the pilot commed, “so I can snuggle up to our target. Once we jump, there won’t be much of a transit. Time to get ready. They’re jumping in five minutes; we go in ten.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “I don’t think they’re coming,” the XO said. 
 
    “Did I ask for your opinion on it?” Moloch inquired. 
 
    “Well, no, Lord, but the Terran ships are almost to the stargate, and the crew has been at their stations without a break for a good number of hours—” 
 
    “As have I!” Moloch roared. “And here is where we will stay!” He continued in a calmer tone, “The Terrans are coming. Their larger ship hasn’t been seen since it went invisible, nor has the smaller ship that we saw momentarily. We haven’t impeded their transit to the stargate—there is no reason for their larger ship to hide if it were leaving with the rest of their fleet.” He shook his head. “That ship is coming to destroy the missile. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “It’s here!” the sensor minion shouted. “The Terran ship is here!” 
 
    Moloch flashed his XO a glance, and the XO bowed. “You were right, as always, Lord.” 
 
    Moloch smiled and looked over to the weapons officer. “Well? What are you waiting for? Destroy it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, WSS Olympos, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “Jumping—” 
 
    “Stand by to fire,” Stevens said. “All batteries red and free!” 
 
    “—now!” 
 
    The Olympos materialized between the target ship and the next ship docked along the mother ship. The ship’s lasers and graser pounded the target ship, ripping holes through the bow and stern. Simultaneously, the energy weapons on the other side reached out to destroy the next ship over, along with several missiles that would envelop the ship in nuclear destruction. Batteries that didn’t face either of the two ships targeted the mother ship, holing it in numerous places, and a number of missiles raced toward it. 
 
    Only to be swatted away as the mother ship’s shield flickered into existence. 
 
    “Fuck!” the OSO yelled. “That’s what I was afraid of! The shields cover the target ship. The assault force isn’t going to be able to get to the target.” 
 
    “Find the shield generators and concentrate all fire on that area,” Stevens ordered. “If we can get one section offline, the shuttles will be able to get through to the target. We’ve got to make an entrance for them.” 
 
    “I’ve got weapons systems coming online across the Enemy fleet,” the DSO said. “Whatever you’re going to do, better do it soon!” 
 
    “Firing all weapons that’ll bear at the shields protecting the target ship,” the OSO said. “They’re minimally effective.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Stevens asked. 
 
    “What the OSO is trying to say,” Solomon said, “is that it is unlikely we will be able to breach the shields in the time we have before we’re destroyed. At the moment, we are close enough to the mother ship that many of the Enemy’s ships can’t target us or are worried about stray rounds hitting the mother ship, and we damaged the ships next to us sufficiently in our initial barrage that they can’t do much to us. The other ships, however, are all moving to where they can target us. When they can, our shields won’t last long.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “Solomon and I are in agreement,” Zeus said. “Unless something changes, we will not be successful.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m open to options, anyone. What can we change?” 
 
    No one said anything for several seconds, then the OSO said, “All I can think of is for us to depart for the gate. Maybe we can draw them off so they don’t immediately kill the assault force.” 
 
    The lights dimmed. 
 
    “Captain Stevens, that will not be possible,” Zeus said. “Several tractor beams have just latched onto us. I am using nearly all our available extra power to hold station where we are, but the beams are continuing to grow in strength. They will soon exceed our ability to stay in position, even if I divert all the power from the weapons systems, too.” 
 
    “Where are they pulling us?” 
 
    “Toward a large bay. We wouldn’t fit inside it, but they may intend to hold us there for boarding. I see a lot of activity in that bay.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t allow that,” Stevens said. “The bottom line is that we can’t stay here, we can’t jump to the Jinn Universe and complete our mission, and we can’t break through their shields in the time we have remaining. Is that all true?” 
 
    “It is,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Incoming weapons fire increasing,” the DSO reported. “Shields down to 85% and dropping quickly.” 
 
    Stevens nodded once. “Very well. Ramming speed.” 
 
    “What?” the navigator asked. 
 
    “I said ramming speed. Solomon, if we crash into the mother ship, will its shields be able to contain the energy of our collision?”  
 
    “No, sir, they will not, especially since the tractor beams are pulling us closer. We can use that energy to increase our speed beyond what we would have had at impact.” 
 
    “But that’s suicide!” the XO said shrilly. 
 
    “Maybe,” Stevens agreed with a smile, “and maybe not.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Zeus, can you and Solomon coordinate a run into the shield generator we were targeting, and at the moment of impact, jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “That’s…brilliant,” the OSO muttered in awe. 
 
    “Yes, we can,” Zeus said. “We have discussed it, and we believe it can be accomplished. We cannot say for sure what will happen when we do so, however. If any of the jump modules are damaged in the crash, some of the ship might not jump, or it might not jump at all.” 
 
    “Then you better make sure we hit somewhere that doesn’t immediately crunch one of the modules.” 
 
    “Running out of time, sir,” the DSO said. “Shields at 43%.” 
 
    “Do it,” Stevens said. “Duty engineer, sound the collision alarm.” 
 
    The lights and alarms sounded as the ship began moving. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “We’ve got them,” Moloch said, a smile growing across his face as the tractor beams snapped onto the enemy ship. “Now they won’t be able to get away.” He chuckled. “Invisibility isn’t going to save them this time.” 
 
    “Well done,” the XO said as they watched the readouts on the enemy ship drop. “Do you think they will surrender?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Moloch replied. “That is an interesting question. The only time we saw them in a no-win situation, they ran rather than fighting to the end. This time, when there’s no way they can run?” He smiled. “It will be interesting. I hope—and Great Lord Asmodeus does, too—that they will surrender. The Rugbars were fun to play with; maybe the Terrans will be, also, once they give up the secrets of their invisibility device.” 
 
    Moloch looked over to the helmsman. “Move the ship to block the Terrans’ escape. That way, we will be in a position to move in on it and assist in its capture. I would very much like to secure some prisoners of our own.” 
 
    “Lord Moloch!” the XO exclaimed. “The Terran ship is moving! It looks like they intend to crash into the Conqueror!” 
 
    “Interesting,” Moloch muttered. “The one thing I didn’t expect from them was suicide.” 
 
    “Should I hold position?” the helmsman asked.  
 
    “No. Continue toward its position. Maybe there will be something of value left after the collision we can scoop up. Our shields should be able to stop any debris that comes our way.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, WSS Olympos, Surrgos System 
 
    Captain Stevens watched the mother ship grow in the viewer until it filled the screen. While he had great confidence in Solomon—and almost as much in Zeus—trusting them to manage a crash down to the millisecond of impact was more than he could consciously do. So much could go wrong. But then the realization of how completely out of his hands it was came over him, and he sat back in his seat with a smile.  
 
    It would be over in a handful of seconds. They would succeed, or they would fail. They would live, or they would die. As long as they took the shield generator with them, their sacrifice would be meaningful. 
 
    “Impact in five seconds,” the helmsman said. “Three, two, one…” 
 
    Stevens found himself bracing for the impact, and was unable to relax. He had a momentary sensation of disquiet as they reached the shield, and it failed, then everything was unmade and remade. 
 
    “Damage report!” Stevens called. 
 
    “We have damage to a number of sections in the port bow,” the duty engineer said, “and we’re open to space in at least three compartments. Repair crews are responding.” 
 
    “Woah,” the DSO said. “Take a look at this!”  
 
    He swiped something on his screen, and the feed went to the main viewscreen. It was an exterior view that should have shown the port bow from one of the midships’ cameras. The Olympos’ bow, however, was blocked by a large section of the mother ship’s outer skin and at least a deck and a half beyond it. Debris and outgassing expanded away from it. 
 
    “I guess that answers whether we destroyed the shield generator or not,” Stevens said. 
 
    “It does,” Solomon said. “However, the strain of transporting the extra section of the Enemy warship was more than a few of the jump modules could take. Four of them have been fried and will have to be replaced.” 
 
    “Duty engineer,” Stevens said, “make sure your damage repair crews take some of our marines with them; there’s no telling what they’ll find in the portion of the Enemy ship we brought back with us.” 
 
    “Sir,” the comms officer called. “The assault team is asking if they’re cleared to go.” 
 
    “Yes!” Stevens exclaimed. “Send them in!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “Holy shit, sir!” the pilot commed. “You’re never going to believe this!”  
 
    “You’re scaring me,” Calvin said. “It’s only one minute until we attack.” 
 
    “Look at the screen, sir. The Olympos just transitioned back in.” 
 
    Calvin’s stomach dropped. The Olympos was supposed to stay in the normal universe to provide overwatch for them. If the ship was back, something had gone horribly wrong.  
 
    The screen flickered, and an image of the Olympos appeared on it. Except the Olympos wasn’t alone—a big chunk of…something was attached to its bow. 
 
    “What in the hell is that?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Apparently, they ripped off part of the mother ship to take out the shield generator protecting the target vessel.” 
 
    “Okay—more importantly—it’s within seconds of when we were supposed to attack. Are we still a go or not?” 
 
    “Yes!” the pilot commed after a few seconds. “We’re still a go. The Olympos says the target is open, although their jump modules are fried, and they aren’t going to be able to support the mission.” 
 
    “Well then, get us the hell over there, right now!” 
 
    “Yes, sir! Transitioning…now!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, Surrgos System 
 
    Everything flashed as the shuttle made the jump from the Jinn Universe, then the ramp started down at the back of the cargo bay. 
 
    “Spinning around for the approach,” the pilot said, and the starscape out the back spun crazily for a couple seconds before giving Calvin a view of the biggest ship he’d ever seen. The mother ship stretched out into eternity, its silver exterior shining in the glow of the system’s star. 
 
    All except for the gaping hole a couple hundred yards from the target ship the shuttle was closing on. 
 
    “Damn,” O’Leary said as debris and bodies continued to spew from the hole. “The Olympos sure fucked them up good.” 
 
    “Now it’s our turn,” Calvin said as the shuttle touched down with a clang! “Let’s go get that missile.” 
 
    “You got it, sir.” He switched to the platoon channel. “Well? What the hell are you waiting for? Let’s go! Go! Go!” 
 
    The Space Force charged down the ramp and onto the Enemy cruiser. The last out, Calvin paused to survey his surroundings as the shuttle lifted, then jumped back to the Jinn Universe to wait for their call. A hundred yards away, the other shuttle lifted, having dropped off the second squad—the Ground Force—under the supervision of Second Lieutenant Cristobal Contreras, who’d taken over for Night in his absence. They were all hustling over to join the Space Force. In total, they had 16 people, not counting Bradford; not a lot of troops to take on an entire Enemy ship, especially if the missile had already gone over to the mother ship. He shook his head. They’d cross that bridge when they came to it. 
 
    “Got an airlock into the ship yet, Master Chief?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Not one we recognize,” O’Leary replied. “That’s the thing about aliens; they do everything alien.” He paused and then added, “There are, however, a large number of laser entry holes that the Olympos was nice enough to leave for us.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go get our missile.” 
 
    “Dantone!” Master Chief commed, pointing toward the closest hole. “You’re up!” 
 
    “You got it, Master Chief,” the cyborg said. He stomped over to the opening and looked inside. “Gonna be tight.” The hole was from one of the ship’s one-meter lasers; the cyborg’s massive frame wasn’t much smaller. “Of course it couldn’t just go through the hull metal and into an open space; it had to go through some sort of machinery.” 
 
    “When we get home, I’ll tell the design board to make bigger lasers so whiney-ass cyborgs will fit through easier,” Master Chief said. “Now quit screwing around and get down it. We’re on the clock here.” 
 
    Dantone didn’t say anything else. He leaned forward and went headfirst into the hole, reaching in to grab irregularities to pull himself forward. “Shit,” he commed after a few seconds. “I can see where it opens out—it’s only about a meter further—but I’m stuck.” 
 
    Calvin had just long enough to worry about how they were going to get the cyborg out again—he’d gone in a long way—but then Dantone commed, “Okay, I’m loose and into the space. It looks like some sort of auxiliary engine room or something. Lots of machinery. We’re clear.” 
 
    Without asking, Master Chief dove into the hole. “Follow me,” he commed as his feet vanished. The rest of the platoon quickly made the trip through the hole, and Calvin found himself in some sort of engineering space. Bradford was the last one through.  
 
    “Hurry up and see if you can get a trace on the missile,” Calvin said once he was standing upright. “Master Chief, let’s leave them a present here, too.” 
 
    “Got it,” Master Chief replied. “Dantone, set up one of the nukes here.” 
 
    “Can do,” the big cyborg said. 
 
    Calvin took the opportunity to look around while Bradford pulled out his detector and fiddled with it. The space screamed “engineering,” but Calvin had no idea what any of the equipment was. The only thing different from the engineering spaces of the Vella Gulf was the overhead—it was a bit higher than was standard in Terran ships. 
 
     “I don’t have anything,” Bradford said after a few moments. 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t have anything?” Calvin asked. “They had the missile—we saw them grab it.” 
 
    Bradford shrugged. “It could be any one of several things. There’s no reason for it to be in this space, which the lack of evidence would point to.” 
 
    “So that doesn’t mean it isn’t here on this ship, just that the missile was never in this space?” 
 
    “It could. The anti-particles degrade quickly; they probably wouldn’t make it through the ventilation system in enough concentration to be noticeable here.” 
 
    “All right,” Calvin said. “The bay they put it into is forward from here. Master Chief, let’s find that bay, and we’ll start our search there.” 
 
    “You got it, sir.” He turned to the closest cyborg. “Weinert, you’re up. Find me a jumping missile.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    “What…what just happened?” Moloch asked. 
 
    “It looks like the Terran ship went invisible,” the sensor minion replied, “and it took a piece of the Conqueror with it. That part includes the shield generator that was protecting the Lust for Life.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know, Lord.” 
 
    “Continue toward it,” Moloch ordered. “The Terrans must have something else planned. We haven’t seen the last of them. They want that missile, and they will be coming for it.” 
 
    “But Lord Moloch, the missile is no longer aboard the Lust for Life.” 
 
    Moloch smiled. “I know that, and you know that. But I doubt the Terrans do.” He watched the screen intently. “There—” he pointed toward the viewer, “—focus on the aft portion of the ship and give me maximum zoom!” 
 
    The image jumped and then refocused on the stern of the Lust for Life. Two small ships landed on it, and Terran shapes poured from them. 
 
    “They look bigger than I thought,” the sensor minion noted. 
 
    “They are obviously wearing some sort of combat or space suit,” Moloch muttered, too deep in thought to put any real heat behind his words. His wings fluttered slowly as he deliberated. “Ready our soldiers,” he said as the small craft lifted and went invisible. “We will yet save this.” 
 
    “What is your plan, Lord?” the XO asked. 
 
    “We will swoop in and land behind them. They will have to board the Conqueror if they hope to recover the missile; when they do, we will have them trapped between our forces and those of the Conqueror.” He turned toward the hatch, but then he turned back. “Send a message to the Lust for Life. They are not to impede the Terrans’ progress. Let them exit and go onto the Conqueror.” 
 
    He paused for a moment. “Of course, they may not figure out where it went and may leave. That would be a shame, as I was looking forward to tasting their essence, but at least we’d have the missile.”  
 
    “Should we warn the Great Lord that the Terrans are close by?” 
 
    “And ruin the surprise?” He smiled. “No.” He turned and opened the hatch. 
 
    “Where are you going, Lord?” 
 
    “I intend to lead our forces,” Moloch said in a tone that indicated he thought the answer obvious. “I don’t want there to be any excuses this time.” He paused and then added, “One way or another, today we will learn the Terrans’ secrets.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Onboard the Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    “Sure thing, Master Chief,” Staff Sergeant Weinert said as he manipulated the hatch mechanism. The hatch slid to the side, but nothing happened. “Huh. No atmosphere in the passageway.”  
 
    “The ship may be holed worse than we thought,” Calvin said. 
 
    Weinert waved a hand out into the passageway. “No Enemy out there, either.” He stuck his head out and looked both ways. “Nope. Nobody home,” he said. He stepped out into the passageway and moved forward, and the platoon followed him out. 
 
    “Bad Twin, you’ve got our backs,” Master Chief said as he walked out the hatch, and Sergeant Jamal ‘Bad Twin’ Gordon moved aside to take up the trail position. 
 
    The platoon crept down the sides of the passage, but like Weinert had said, there didn’t appear to be anyone home. With everything in vacuum, the only noise Calvin heard was the sound of his breathing. The ceilings were higher than normal, which gave the passageway an otherworldly feeling that didn’t help Calvin’s nerves. 
 
    “Not saying this isn’t kinda spooky or anything,” Gunnery Sergeant Jerry Stasik commed as he cleared a cross passage, obviously feeling the same way, “but shouldn’t there be aliens on an alien ship?” 
 
    “I don’t know where they are, but they have to know we’re here,” Calvin said.  
 
    “They’re probably setting up a big-ass trap for us somewhere,” Master Chief muttered. 
 
    Calvin nodded. “I don’t think you’re wrong.” He shrugged. “Hopefully, we’ll see it before we spring it.” 
 
    “I’ve reached a hatch,” Weinert commed from the front of the platoon. “Looks more like a blast door.” 
 
    “That’s probably the hangar bay,” Lieutenant Bradford said from his position next to Calvin. “I’ve been seeing some anti-particles on the detector, and they’ve been getting stronger.” 
 
    “And you were going to tell us that when, exactly?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Well…we were going in the right direction, so I didn’t think—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Calvin said, cutting him off. “If anything changes, though, let me know.” 
 
    “Yes, sir; you got it.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Okay, Weinert, open it up. I don’t have to tell you to be careful, do I?” 
 
    “No, sir. Being a cyborg doesn’t mean I’m indestructible, and I’d kind of like to make it back home again.” He paused, then Calvin could see the hatch open down the hallway. “Uh, sir…the bay is empty.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s no one here that I can see on any of my sensors,” Weinert reported. “It’s not like they’re hiding. The entire bay is empty. If they were here, I’d see them. The bad news is, our missile isn’t here, either.” 
 
    “Okay, move in and secure the space, and we’ll let Lieutenant Bradford see if he can find out where the missile went.” 
 
    The platoon moved into the large open area—it looked like any other hangar bay Calvin had seen, aside from being empty—and took up positions on the periphery. The hangar bay was as empty as Weinert had said. Not only weren’t there any shuttles or other craft, there was nothing sitting around in it, either. He’d never seen a hangar bay completely empty before on any ship he’d ever been on, all the way back to his time in the U.S. Navy, way before all this began. The two main doors were open to space, as well, and several members of the platoon had stationed themselves by the openings. 
 
    “Creepier and creepier…” Stasik muttered. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Master Chief said. 
 
    Bradford was the only person who didn’t stay on the edge of the hangar; he crisscrossed the open space, muttering to himself, before stopping at the approximate center of the bay.  
 
    “It was here,” he said, pointing at the deck.  
 
    Calvin walked over and could see the paint was discolored in an area that was almost as long as one of the missiles the space fighters carried.  
 
    “Looks like they chained it here,” Bradford said. “Certainly, it was here for longer than anywhere else we’ve seen.”  
 
    “Okay,” Calvin said. “It’s great that we found out where it was, but—more importantly—where is it now? Do you suppose they got it to jump into the other universe?” 
 
    Bradford cocked his head. “I don’t think so. I think I have a trail where it looks like they moved it.” 
 
    Calvin forced himself to keep from sighing. “Moved it? How do you know they moved it? Maybe it was blown into space when they opened the hangar bay doors.” 
 
    Bradford shook his head. “No. I think they moved it. There’s a trail that extends about 30 meters toward one of the doors—” he pointed to one “—but then it disappears, as if they put it into something else.” 
 
    “Or maybe onto something else,” Calvin asked. “Like a shuttle?” 
 
    “That could be,” Bradford said with a shrug. “All I can tell you is, the trail of residue vanishes.” 
 
    Calvin’s shoulders slumped. The missile was gone, and there was no way to tell where it went. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Lust for Power Shuttle Two, Surrgos System 
 
    “Do you want me to land on the Lust for Life?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Moloch said. “Land where the Terrans landed, and we will follow them in. That way, they will be trapped inside the ship.” 
 
    Moloch watched out the cargo bay door as the Lust for Life appeared beneath them and the shuttle landed.  
 
    “Operations says the Terrans used one of the laser holes just aft of us to enter the ship,” the pilot reported. 
 
    “Very well,” Moloch replied. “Go!” he ordered his troops. “Follow the Terrans into the ship and kill them all!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cargo Bay, Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    “So you don’t have any idea where it went?” Calvin asked. 
 
    Bradford shook his head. “Sorry. Whatever they put it into must have had some shielding, or it left quickly.” 
 
    “You’re looking for a shuttle?” Stasik asked. 
 
    “Probably,” Calvin replied. “I guess it could have been some sort of space tractor or loader, too.” 
 
    “Well, I can see a shuttle in a bay over here,” Stasik said, pointing out one of the cargo bay doors. “It’s on the big-ass Enemy ship over there.” 
 
    Calvin jetted over to the side of the cargo bay. There, sweeping off into the distance, was the enormous Enemy mother ship. A little way off, he could see the hole where the chunk the Olympos had taken to the Jinn Universe had been. 
 
    “Right over there,” Stasik said, pointing to the left of the gaping hole. “It’s got its loading ramp down.” 
 
    “Think that’s it?” Master Chief asked, coming up beside Calvin. 
 
    “No telling, but it’s the only lead we have at the moment.” 
 
    “I like a good, old-fashioned goose chase as much as the next guy, but are you sure you want to go over there, sir?” Master Chief asked. “There’s no indication that’s actually the shuttle they used to take the missile over to the mother ship, or even if they took the missile over to the mother ship in the first place.” 
 
    “We need to destroy the missile,” Calvin noted. 
 
    “Aye, sir, we do, but there comes a time when you just can’t go any further, and you shouldn’t. You look at the shuttle over there and say, ‘That’s where we need to go next.’ I look at that shuttle over there and think, ‘That looks like the biggest trap I’ve ever set eyes on.’” 
 
    “Master Chief, we can’t let the Enemy get hold of the jumping technology. We just can’t. That’s the only advantage we have over them in our time, and the only reason we’re still alive. If we give it to them now, we’ll have to completely wipe them out in the here and now, and I’m not entirely sure we can. If they get the technology now, they may wipe out everything, and we may cease to exist.” 
 
    “Sir, you get paid to do all the big time strategic stuff, so if you say we have to go over there, we absolutely will. I also don’t know anything about all this time jumping stuff and the ‘If this happens then that happens’ stuff. It makes my head hurt to try to figure it out.” He shrugged. “That said—” he pointed to the shuttle, “—that shuttle over there is a trap, and if we go over there, we run the risk of getting caught.” 
 
    “Well, Master Chief, we have to do everything possible to get that missile back, and the only option I see is to go over there and take a look. I agree that it looks like a trap. This whole thing—” he waved back in the direction they’d come from, “—has smelled like a setup from the beginning. Where are the aliens? Gone. How? Why? It’s almost like they knew we were coming.”  
 
    “We have been pretty predictable,” Master Chief replied. “We’ve chased them across several systems to get that damn missile back. I think it’s obvious they really want the technology, and it’s equally obvious that we’ll do anything we can to stop them from getting it. I just don’t want to be the guy they capture and torture to try to figure all the technology out. Not only don’t I know how it works, so the torture will probably go on for a long time…look at them—they’re devils. I suspect they’re pretty good at torture.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “I couldn’t agree with you more. That, however, doesn’t change the operational imperative—we have to get that missile back or destroy it in place. If you could tell me for sure the missile is in that shuttle over there, I’d be happy to nuke it from here and call it a day. Unfortunately, you can’t, so we have to go over there, even if it’s a trap.  
 
    “If you can find it, we’ll leave. Just show me the missile, we’ll strap a nuke to it, and we’ll go. Even if it’s sitting in the biggest trap anyone in the galaxy has ever devised. But we have to find it first.” 
 
    Master Chief nodded slowly. “I figured you’d say that, sir, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t speak up.” 
 
    “I know, Master Chief. The fact remains, though, it’s gotta be done.” 
 
    Master Chief set his shoulders. “All right, then. Do it, we shall.”  
 
    Calvin nodded. “Move ‘em out. Carefully.” 
 
    “Space Force—” 
 
    “I’ve got enemy to the rear!” Sergeant Jamal Gordon commed. “Lots of them!” 
 
    Calvin spun to see flashes coming from the passageway they’d entered through as Gordon fired his rifle down it, unleashing a number of grenade-sized explosions. 
 
    “Time we should be leaving, Master Chief,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Yeah, almost like they’re driving us over to the trap,” Master Chief muttered over the comms. Then in a commanding voice he added, “Ground Force, cross the gap to the shuttle. Go! Take it and set up a perimeter over there. Dantone, you and Weinert defend the passageway where Gordon is while the rest of the Space Force crosses over. Once we’re halfway, close the passageway with high explosives and follow us.”  
 
    “You got it, Master Chief,” Gunnery Sergeant Dantone said as he jetted toward the passageway. Staff Sergeant Weinert joined him from the opposite direction, and the two cyborgs unleashed a withering fire down the corridor while the rest of the squad flew out the hangar bay door. 
 
    Master Chief turned to Calvin. “You go spring the trap, sir; I’ll bring up rear.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Calvin said, then he turned and jetted out of the hanger. Most of the troops were already on their way across the gap, and he watched for movement as they crossed to the hangar.  
 
    The lead man—Gunnery Sergeant Stasik—was almost to the bay when green lights began flashing. “Looks like they know we’re coming,” Stasik commed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Throne Room, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    “Great Lord!” a minion exclaimed, running into the throne room. “It appears a small contingent of Terrans have landed on the Lust for Life.” 
 
    Asmodeus looked up from the Terran missile, which had just been wheeled in for his inspection. “They are beginning to vex me. Where is Lord Moloch, and why isn’t he doing something about them?” 
 
    “He has landed on the Lust for Life, too, but he is behind them, and it doesn’t look like he will stop them before they get to the Conqueror.” 
 
    Asmodeus turned to his senior guard commander. “Did you know of this intrusion?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord. Security just made me aware. There are only 15 of them. The security force is responding to meet them in the hangar bay, and I am having the members of your guard block the entrance to the throne room.” 
 
    Asmodeus thought for a few seconds. “No. Have the guard assemble inside the throne room. If the Terrans can track the missile, they will come here—if they’re strong enough to get past the security forces—and you will deal with them here.” 
 
    “But, Great Lord, that will put you in danger!”  
 
    Asmodeus smiled. “The Terrans’ weapons will not harm me. Besides, there are only 15 of them, and I have you to protect me, with your life, right?”  
 
    The commander swallowed visibly. “Yes, Great Lord!” 
 
    “Then set up your guard and capture the Terrans. I want at least one of them alive.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord!” 
 
    The commander began yelling orders, and Asmodeus climbed back onto his throne, the smile still on his face. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Hangar Bay, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    “Enemy troops from the right!” Stasik commed. 
 
    “Got some to the left, too!” Staff Sergeant Zoromski commed. 
 
    The hangar bay wasn’t pressurized, so Calvin couldn’t hear the sounds of the firefight to his right, but he could see the flashes out of the corner of his eye as he shepherded Bradford to the shuttle. The rest of the hangar bay was huge—and completely indefensible. They had to check the shuttle quickly, then move to somewhere they could better protect themselves. If they all fell back to the shuttle in the middle of the bay, they’d be trapped there. 
 
    Calvin risked a glance to the right. The aliens looked a lot like the ones Calvin had seen gathering prisoners, although they seemed a little larger, and their black combat armor had green trim. The Enemy troopers were over seven feet tall, and all of them had the large rifles he’d seen them with previously. Based on the analysis of their previous fight, the weapons were some type of railgun. 
 
    Happily, they don’t have the integral antimatter grenade launcher of the Terran rifles, or we’d be pretty screwed right now. Even though Enemy forces poured into the hangar bay, the Terrans were able to keep from being overrun with the profligate use of antimatter grenades.  
 
    A flash caught his eye as he started to board the shuttle. The ship they’d come from was enveloped in a massive fireball that quickly went out. 
 
    “Are you okay, Master Chief?” he commed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Master Chief replied, sounding a little embarrassed. “That was me. I dialed up the grenade launcher a little too far. My armor got a little dinged up in the blast, but most of it ought to buff out when we get back.” He paused and added, “Looks like they kind of have you surrounded.” 
 
    “It’s getting that way,” Calvin replied. “How about you—” 
 
    “Calvin! Calvin! I mean, Lieutenant Commander Hobbs!” Bradford exclaimed, tapping Calvin on the shoulder. “I found it! It’s here!” 
 
    “What’s here?” 
 
    “You were right! This is the shuttle they used to move our missile. It’s not here now, but it was here recently!” He pointed. “It looks like they took it that way.” 
 
    “Master Chief,” Calvin commed. “Sweep in from your right—we need to go out that way. The missile’s here, but it’s somewhere deeper on this ship.” 
 
    “You got it, sir.” 
 
    Master Chief and the two cyborgs held their fire until almost at the edge of the hangar bay, then opened up with strings of antimatter grenades. Hit from the side, the defenders’ positions were exposed, and they only had to fire a few more railgun rounds to finish off the Enemy defenders. 
 
    “Terrans! With me!” Calvin yelled as he ran back down the shuttle’s ramp and led them across the bay, while Master Chief and the cyborgs lobbed grenades over their heads to keep the defenders’ heads down on the other side of the hangar.  
 
    In under a minute, the Terrans had breached the door and were out into a corridor leading away from the hangar bay. 
 
    The chase continued. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Engineering Spaces, Lust for Life, Surrgos System 
 
    Moloch trailed the troops up the corridor, allowing the ones in contact to chew away at the Terrans—and take any casualties in so doing. Light blossomed at the end of the hallway, and a massive fireball roared toward him. Thinking quickly, he dove into a room off the passageway and slammed the door. The ship shuddered, and he had to jump back from the door as it started to glow. 
 
    “Lord? Lord Moloch?” his XO commed. “Are you there, Lord?” 
 
    “Yes,” Moloch answered as the door started to cool again. “A little singed, perhaps, but still among the living.” 
 
    “The rest of your team just vanished from the tracking scanners, Lord, and it appears the Lust for Life is heavily damaged.” The XO paused for a second. “What happened, sir?” 
 
    “It appears the Terrans used some sort of heavy weapon. It wasn’t nuclear, or I wouldn’t still be here.” Unlike my troops. One more thing I owe the Terrans for. Even if it took him until the end of time, he would make sure they paid. “See what additional forces you can scrape up from the fleet and have them meet me at the nearby hangar on the Conqueror. The Terrans will pay!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Corridor, Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    “Which way?” Calvin asked as the force reached a four-way intersection. He hated them, as it not only increased the number of directions from which the Enemy could—and did—shoot at them, but it also caused them to bunch up, which was never a good tactic. 
 
    They’d been advancing for about 10 minutes since they’d left the hangar bay, and the resistance had been stiffening the entire time. The number of Enemy hadn’t increased much, but their ferocity had; perhaps they were getting close to wherever it was they were headed. 
 
    “To the right!” Bradford exclaimed as he waved his indicator around. “The trail is really hot—we’re close!” Calvin nodded. That was the first thing that had made sense since they’d arrived onboard. Although the defenders had been keeping up a good rate of fire on them, until recently it had almost seemed perfunctory, like they were going through the motions…as if they wanted the Terrans to continue deeper into the vessel. While several of his troops had been wounded, they hadn’t lost anyone. Yet. 
 
    Dantone led off in the direction the officer had indicated. “Contact!” he commed after going about 50 meters. The deck rattled slightly as he fired several grenades down the passageway, and his right arm went yellow on Calvin’s display. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they just winged me. I’m still functional. Mostly.” 
 
    They continued down the corridor past the latest defensive position. It was coated in the Enemys’ orange blood, and four Enemy corpses were nearby. 
 
    “We’re really close!” Bradford exclaimed. 
 
    “The place we’re looking for,” Dantone commed. “Would it have two really big doors?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Calvin allowed. 
 
    “Well, I’m at the entrance to something that looks really important.” 
 
    “Any Enemy if we keep going past those doors?” 
 
    “No, sir. They’ve kind of all disappeared.” 
 
    Calvin moved forward and looked at the doors. They went from the deck to the overhead and were each easily two meters across and covered in finery. He couldn’t read the inscriptions, but he could tell it was meant to overawe whoever went through them. All Calvin’s senses screamed Trap! Run! but he couldn’t go on without checking it out. “Bradford, take a look.”  
 
    The researcher moved forward. “It’s in there!” he exclaimed after probing the doors with his analyzer. “I’m sure of it!” 
 
    Calvin took a deep breath, then looked at Master Chief. “There’s something really bad behind those doors.” 
 
    “You feel it, too?” 
 
    “Without a doubt.” 
 
    “There be something evil behind the door,” Sergeant Andrews said. “In all my years of voodoo, I’ve never felt it’s like.” 
 
    “Sure you want to do this?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “Am I sure? No. But we need to do it anyway.” 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that.” He shrugged. “Of course, there’s more than one way to open a door.” He looked at the troops spread out down the corridor for a second before finding the one he wanted. “Zoromski. Get up here and blow the doors. I want them on the floor. I want a cyborg on either side of the doors, with the Space Force on the far side of them and the Ground Force on the close side.” He moved to join the Space Force, leaving Calvin with the Ground Force. 
 
    “Ready,” Zoromski said after a minute’s preparation. Calvin noticed that no one took a shot at them during that time, which was the longest they’d gone without getting shot at. 
 
    Something really bad is behind those doors. 
 
    Zoromski moved to the side. “Blow it,” Calvin said. 
 
    The charges fired, and the doors slammed to the floor inside the room. The expected fusillade didn’t happen. After a couple of seconds, Dantone ducked his head into the room for a quick look. No weapons fire greeted him. 
 
    “Um, sir, you’re going to want to look at this, I think,” Dantone said after a second quick peek. His suit had taken a snapshot of the image, which he sent to Calvin and the rest of the group, allowing them to see what was inside the room. 
 
    Several things were readily apparent. First, they’d found the missile, or what at least appeared to be a good mock-up of it. The weapon was damaged and smashed, and it was missing chunks, as if it had slammed into the side of a ship. 
 
    Second, there were at least 30 of the biggest Enemy troops he’d ever seen. Each was almost three meters tall, with huge weapons, and wearing silver armor. They were in cover positions, spread throughout the throne room.  
 
    For throne room it was, complete with a raised dais upon which sat an even larger Enemy, who was over three meters tall. Even in a still image, the being was fearsome, horrific, and several other superlatives, all of which chilled Calvin to his boots. Not a particularly religious man, Calvin had agreed that the Enemy looked like demons; this one was the Devil of scripture incarnate. All he needed was flames on his skin. 
 
    On second thought, that’s not required. He is the Devil. 
 
    “Come in, Terrans!” a voice commanded. “We have been waiting for you.” 
 
    Without apparent conscious thought, several of the soldiers leaned toward the doorway. The cyborgs didn’t move, and both squads stacked up at the entrance. Although Calvin felt the nearly physical imperative to do as the voice said, he was able to hold his position, but Bradford bumped into him from behind. 
 
    “Ooh, a telepath,” Farhome said on a private link. “Isn’t this exciting?” He giggled. “I’ve never seen a real telepath before. Well, except for the dragons. Trixie is really good at it.” He giggled again. 
 
    Calvin spun. The last armor in his stack didn’t show up on his screen. He had nothing from it; it wasn’t integrated into his management system. Yet, there it was. 
 
    “Farhome? What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Protecting you from telepaths, apparently. The being in the room is a telepath.” 
 
    “He can read our thoughts?” 
 
    “He can manipulate them, too, for some people. Or at least insert suggestions.” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Aren’t you glad you brought me now?” 
 
    “I didn’t bring—” Calvin sighed. “Yes, I’m glad we brought you.” 
 
    The voice from the throne room spoke again, louder and stronger. “I will not wait all day. Come in!” 
 
    Once again, Calvin could see some of the troopers shift toward the door, although now—knowing what was going on—he was better able to fight the pull in his head. All the troopers looked in his direction for orders. 
 
    “If we come in, are you going to shoot us?” Calvin called, trying to stall for time. 
 
    “Of course not,” the voice said in a warm tone. Calvin found himself wanting to believe the voice. “I just want to talk. Come in, and you can have your missile back.” 
 
    Before Calvin could stop himself, his foot moved toward the door. He pushed hard, and the suggestion left his head. 
 
    “Careful,” Calvin commed to his troops, including the link to Farhome. “The Enemy leader is a telepath. You have to fight the suggestions he’s planting in our heads.” 
 
    “Can’t we just drop a nuke here and leave?” Master Chief said. “The missile’s inside that room. We can destroy it and be done with it.” 
 
    “Love to, Master Chief, but I need Bradford to make sure that’s the real missile and not a facsimile of it.” He set his shoulders. “We go in, but I want a couple nukes prepped in case we need to use them.” 
 
    “First good thing you’ve said all day. Dantone, Weinert, arm your bombs. Ten minute countdown timer.” 
 
    Calvin nodded and set a timer in his system. That made sense. If they were still alive in nine minutes, they could disarm the bombs. If, however, they were incapacitated at the end of the countdown…boom. 
 
    “Okay!” Calvin yelled. “We’re coming in.” He walked around Dantone and into the room, and the rest of the platoon followed. “Bradford, check the missile as soon as you can.” 
 
    “Welcome to the Conqueror,” the being on the throne said. Calvin wasn’t sure he heard him through his ears as much as he heard him in his head. The closer they got to the Enemy, the harder it was for Calvin to keep him out of his thoughts. “I am Asmodeus.”  
 
    The being looked critically at Calvin. “You have been a persistent disrupter of my plans; however, I am willing to overlook that. As much of an annoyance as you have been, if you swear allegiance to me, I will take you on as my minions. You would be of great benefit to me as I conquer this galaxy, like the ones we have had previously.” 
 
    “You’re really not from this galaxy?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “No. My brothers and I come from another galaxy. We all went our separate ways once there was nothing left to conquer there, and I came here.” 
 
    “What do we stand to gain from coming over to your side?” Calvin asked. Behind his back, he waved Bradford toward the missile. 
 
    “Oh, that is indeed your missile,” Asmodeus said. “Feel free to check it, if you wish. As to what you have to gain, you stand to keep your life if you swear allegiance to me. Of course, there will be a winnowing, but after that, the remainder will be allowed to keep their lives. In my service, of course.” 
 
    “A winnowing?” 
 
    Asmodeus smiled. “You have caused significant damage to my fleet and loss of life among my minions. That cannot go unpunished. I think…50% of your civilization is adequate. You are the first civilization to inflict serious damage on one of our fleets in millennia. I must make an example of you, so the other civilizations don’t decide to do similarly. It is far better if they just give in to us and accept the cull. I can’t have other civilizations thinking they can fight back.” 
 
    “And if we aren’t prepared to give you 50% of our people?” 
 
    All the Enemy troopers aimed their rifles at the Terrans. 
 
    Asmodeus chuckled. “It is quite simple. You can either give me 50%, or I will take 100%. I will kill you, your fleet, and everyone else in the Terran society. I will find your home world and destroy it down to the smallest bacteria. If you will not be part of my empire, you will be destroyed!” 
 
    Asmodeus raised a hand, stopping Calvin before he could answer. “This is not something I offer lightly,” Asmodeus said. “You are being given an honor that has only been given to one other society previously. The option to join us.” 
 
    Calvin brows knitted. “I don’t remember seeing any races other than yours on any of your ships.” 
 
    Asmodeus shrugged. “It was an honor given once previously, however, they didn’t turn out to be worthy. They tried to rebel and had to be exterminated. Let that be a cautionary tale for you and your civilization. Once you join the empire, if you cease to be of service, you will be destroyed.”  
 
    Asmodeus’ eyes left Calvin. “You,” Asmodeus said. “You are different. What are you?” 
 
    Calvin looked to see where he was looking. Farhome. Big surprise. 
 
    “I’m an Aesir,” Farhome said. 
 
    “What is an Aesir?” 
 
    “A race who will never be conquered by you.” 
 
    “Good,” Asmodeus said. “I look forward to consuming you first.” His eyes scanned the throne room, and his voice changed. “Enough of this charade. All you Terrans, throw down your weapons and kneel before me!” 
 
    The compulsion was the strongest Calvin had felt so far; his knees tried to bend in obedience. Several of the platoon members’ rifles hit the deck, followed soon after by their knees. Calvin tried to lift his rifle, but couldn’t. An unseen force pushed the barrel down—tried to rip it from his hands—and it was all he could do to stand upright and fight the pressure on the rifle to a standstill. The barrel wouldn’t rise to a point where he could shoot the troopers, though, much less Asmodeus on his throne. 
 
    “Never!” Corporal ‘Bob’ Bobellisssissolliss said. The Kuji trooper fired, but one of the Enemy troopers stepped in the way of the round. It took off one of the creature’s arms, then the trooper’s wings blocked the sight of Asmodeus. The trooper collapsed, and Asmodeus was gone.  
 
    “Kill them all!” Asmodeus’ disembodied voice ordered.  
 
    Even though Corporal Bob’s round hadn’t killed Asmodeus, it had served to break the spell, and Calvin found he had control of his body again. He threw himself toward the missile—the only cover on his side of the room—as both sides began firing at each other. 
 
    Several of the Enemy fired at Bob, and their railguns proved powerful enough to defeat the new armor. Bob took at least two rounds to the chest and one to the head; he was dead before he hit the deck. 
 
    The focus on Bob, however, gave the Terrans a few seconds to react, and antimatter grenades exploded across the throne room, throwing the Enemy troopers out of their cover positions where they could easily be killed. 
 
    “Gah,” Bradford said next to Calvin. Bradford rolled over; several holes went through his armor, and a pool of blood quickly formed around him. 
 
    “Damnit!” Calvin said, crawling over to him, but he could see on his system that it was no use. 
 
    Bradford extended his analyzer, but then it fell from his fingers. He was dead. 
 
    “No!” Calvin yelled. He popped up over the missile and fired a grenade into a group of Enemy troopers using the throne for cover. Two of them went down. He fired another grenade, killing the other two as they spun toward him. 
 
    Within another few seconds, it was over. All the Enemy troopers were dead or dying, but the Terrans had lost Corporal Joshua King and Corporal Kevin Walsh, in addition to Lieutenant Bradford and Corporal Bob, and most of the rest were wounded. Their suits showed far more red and yellow on his status display than green. They’d accomplished their objective, and it was time to leave before the Enemy regrouped. 
 
    “Quickly,” Calvin said, “before Asmodeus comes back or gets away; let’s get everyone to the other universe. Last cyborg out blows their bomb.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Surrgos System 
 
    Everyone tensed as Moloch strode onto the bridge. 
 
    “Any word?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s no word from Asmodeus,” the XO said, “nor anyone from his personal guard. It appears all were caught in the nuclear blast. You were lucky to have survived it, Lord.” 
 
    “I was spared due to the incompetence of our shuttle pilots. If they had not taken so long to recover me from the Lust for Life, I would have been on the Conqueror when it blew.” 
 
    “What happens now, Lord? Shall we chase down the Terrans and prevent them from going through the gate?” 
 
    “No. What must be done first is to decide who will rule.” He smiled. It had been a long time since there’d been a challenge. Asmodeus had been so strong, so powerful, for so long, that no one had challenged him. Beat him in hand-to-hand combat? Impossible. But now… 
 
    “You will challenge for it, Lord?” 
 
    “No, I won’t challenge for it; I will win it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    Calvin appeared amidst the rest of the troopers in the middle of space. 
 
    “Just Weinert and the Master Chief remaining,” Contreras said. “I’ve already called the shuttles; they’re on their way.” 
 
    “Great; thanks.” Calvin’s display confirmed what Contreras had said. Four dead troopers; more people lost on his watch. He tried to shake it off. There’d be time to mourn later. 
 
    Weinert’s icon appeared, and then Master Chief’s. “Any problem, Master Chief?” Calvin commed.  
 
    “None. We left it with a five-second timer; there’s no way they could have stopped it.” 
 
    “Cut it pretty close.” 
 
    “Didn’t want them to come in and figure out how to disconnect it.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” And makes the sacrifices of the people we lost meaningful. 
 
    The shuttles arrived, and everyone jetted into the open cargo bays. 
 
    “We’re aboard,” Calvin said as the ramp closed. “Get us to the stargate.” 
 
    “Headed out,” the pilot said. Calvin got a sensation of motion, not completely nulled by the dampeners. “Sir, the Olympos asked you to call them when you got back,” the pilot added.  
 
    “Patch me through.” 
 
    “Commander Hobbs, I’m glad you made it back,” Captain Stevens said after a few moments. “We have good news and bad news. The good news is, we were able to get most of the Enemy ship off of ours, and we’re proceeding toward the stargate as planned.” 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t think about it ahead of time, but when we brought over the piece of Enemy ship, it overloaded our jump modules. Four of them burned out.” 
 
    “At least you made it over.” 
 
    Stevens chuckled. “True. It was getting pretty bad. They had us in a tractor beam we couldn’t get out of if we hadn’t jumped. Unfortunately, we’re having to disassemble some of our remaining missiles to get the materials we need to manufacture new jump modules. Both Zeus and Solomon tell me we have enough of the unobtanium to make what we need. Barely. The issue is in wiring them up. We took some fairly extensive damage to our bow. The AIs think we’ll get jump capability back, but they can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Do what you can; we’ll join up with you en route.” 
 
    “That’s what I was calling about. We were hoping you could pop back to our universe and see what the nature of the pursuit is. We should be able to test out the new modules, but we don’t want to do so in the middle of an Enemy fleet.” 
 
    “Give us a few minutes to maneuver,” the pilot said. “I don’t want to pop up next to the mother ship and have her spear us with that tractor beam. It never ends well in the movies.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Calvin said.  
 
    They flew away from the mother ship at their maximum acceleration for five minutes. “Okay, here we go,” said the pilot. 
 
    Everything flashed as the ship jumped. 
 
    “Huh. That’s weird,” said the WSO, Lieutenant Smith.  
 
    “Could you be a little more specific?” Calvin asked. “What exactly is weird?” 
 
    “They’re not coming after us.” 
 
    “Just the mother ship, or the entire fleet?” 
 
    “The entire fleet. It looks like there are some ships repositioning, but none of them are coming after us. None.” She paused. “And that’s even weirder.” 
 
    “Do we have to go through this again?” 
 
    “No, sir. One of the Enemy is calling…and I think he’s calling you, sir.” 
 
    “Me?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s calling for ‘the leader of the attack on the Conqueror, currently fleeing with his tail between his legs on the small craft.’” 
 
    “I don’t have a tail, but I did lead the attack.” 
 
    “It’s a video transmission. You want me to patch him through back there?” 
 
    “Not really, but do it anyway. I guess we need to find out what he has to say.” 
 
    Moloch’s face appeared on the screen. “Ah, you. I should have known.” 
 
    “I guess I could say the same thing,” Calvin replied. 
 
    “I just wanted to call and thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For giving me the chance of a lifetime. You killed Asmodeus, giving me the opportunity to take his place. There will now be a competition to find out who will rule.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Moloch jerked back a little in surprise. “Then we will resume our mission to conquer this galaxy, of course.” He chuckled as if dealing with a child. “I just wanted to find out who I had to thank, because I have a gift for you.” 
 
    Calvin rolled his eyes. “What? You’re not going to eat me, or whatever it is you do?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I am still going to eat you, but I will save you for last.” Moloch smiled. “Know one thing, human. I am coming for you. There is no place you can go and no place you can hide that I won’t find you. I am coming for you, and you will be mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * *  
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Auditorium, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    The floor shook with the vibration of thousands of stomping feet. Moloch smiled, and his eyes scanned the auditorium from the throat of the tunnel entryway. “This.” He nodded. “I was born for this.”  
 
    “Yes, Lord,” his XO said, “but shouldn’t you be focusing on the match that’s underway? If you—” He broke off and started again when he saw the warning look in Moloch’s eyes. “When you win your match, you will be fighting the winner of the match that is currently underway.”  
 
    Moloch nodded, though his eyes continued to scan the crowd and revel in its bloodlust. He chuckled to himself—the XO was at least as worried about himself as he was Moloch. Not only would the loser of the individual matches die in the arena, but all that ship’s officers would be harvested, as well as 10% of the crew. If Moloch lost—if Moloch died, which was the same thing—his XO would join him in death soon after. 
 
    He glanced toward the cage in the center of the arena where the current match was underway. A cube 20 meters on a side, it had doors on opposite sides for the opponents to enter through. Then the doors would be locked and wouldn’t be unlocked again until at least one of the participants was dead. Both of the current combatants were captains he’d served with for hundreds of years, and he knew their styles. He smiled. He didn’t need to watch them; he needed to revel in the crowd’s emotion, to let it drive him to victory, because, at the end of the day, he would either be the new Great Lord, or he would be dead. There was no other possible outcome. 
 
    Twenty-seven ship COs had nominated themselves for the tournament and had been randomly assigned pairings. Unfortunately, he hadn’t drawn one of the first round byes; he would have to fight and win five battles. That mattered little, though—he’d drawn a relatively junior CO as his first opponent. Although younger and potentially faster, Moloch doubted he’d yet seen some of the tricks Moloch had learned in his centuries. 
 
    The crowd cheered as one of the combatants was fatally wounded, and Moloch swelled as he took a deep breath, and the scent of the loser’s blood enflamed his passions. It was all he could do to refrain from slashing his XO’s throat as the berserker madness came over him. 
 
    In the ring, Rakarth drew a claw across his opponent’s throat and lapped up the blood that flowed from the wound, then the stage hands entered the cage to drag the corpse out. Rakarth exited the cage, then flew to the top of it to posture, but Moloch’s eyes were on his adversary, who was entering the arena from the opposite side. 
 
    Young and brash, Slaxal threw his arms up and further roused the crowd. 
 
    He actually thinks he has a chance. Moloch chuckled. 
 
    Rakarth flew down from the cage. A veteran, he didn’t waste more time than necessary playing to the crowd. He headed for the training room to get his cuts attended to. Too bad he didn’t stay up there until he bled out. Moloch shrugged. Rakarth would be a challenge he would face when it was time. 
 
    His eyes came down to Slaxal, who strutted around his side of the cage. The young strut. Veterans prepare. Moloch took several deep breaths as the stagehands locked the cage doors, oxygenating his blood…then the horn sounded. 
 
    Moloch strode toward his opponent, who immediately took wing and flapped up to near the ceiling of the cage. Moloch scoffed; Slaxal had done the same thing in his match to gain captaincy of the Lust for Freedom. Apparently, he doesn’t realize all the matches are recorded. 
 
    The younger captain folded his wings and dove on Moloch as he reached the center of the cage. Moloch feinted one way, then went the other as Slaxal tried to bowl him over. He missed, and Moloch was able to catch a wing tip as he flew past. Locking his foot claws around the mesh of the cage floor, he yanked on the wing, and Slaxal slammed to the floor and rolled over several times to end up on his back. 
 
    Moloch jumped toward him and flapped once to close the distance. Though stunned, Slaxal folded his wings around himself, covering his head and chest, as Moloch pounced on him. While Slaxal’s posture made most killing blows to the trunk impossible, Moloch wasn’t going for his upper body. As he crashed down, Moloch dragged a sharpened toe claw across the Slaxal’s femoral artery, severing it. 
 
    Slaxal slammed open his wings, hoping to knock Moloch away and off balance, but Moloch was already flapping away, and the wind from the attempted blow only hastened his escape. Blood spurted, and the crowd roared. Realizing he had limited time, Slaxal quickly climbed to his feet, using a wing to protect himself from further damage. 
 
    Moloch chuckled from the far side of the cage, where he waited patiently. “I don’t need to hit you again,” he said. “You may not know it yet, but you’re already dead.” 
 
    Slaxal ran toward him, claws out to rend. 
 
    Moloch gathered himself like he was going to fly up, but as Slaxal tried to counter, Moloch dove forward suddenly, knocking him over backward. Moloch grabbed both of his arms and pinned him to the ground. Although Slaxal might have been stronger at the start of the fight, his strength was rapidly leaving him, pumping out onto the floor and Moloch’s lower body, and Moloch was able to hold Slaxal in place while he struggled. 
 
    A minute later, Slaxal’s thrashing slowed to a stop, and Moloch drew a claw across his throat. It was over. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Anti-Surrgos System 
 
    “Do you think he meant it?” Admiral Sheppard asked. With the added breathing room of not being chased, the Gulf had jumped over to the Jinn Universe to help the Olympos make the jump modules they needed. The repairs had concluded, and the Terrans were preparing to leave. 
 
    “Meant what?” Calvin asked. “That he’s going to eat me last?” 
 
    “No, that they’re going to have some competition to determine who their next leader will be.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    “So we have time to prepare for their next assault.” 
 
    “I would think so. He didn’t say how long the competition was supposed to last, or when he was coming, but he sounded pretty sure he was going to win, and then he’d be coming for me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Auditorium, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    Three hours later, Moloch prepared for his third fight. The match with Rakarth had gone the way he’d thought it would—Moloch had won, but he’d picked up several new scars. Although his wounds had been stitched up, and the medical staff had given him a transfusion to replace the lost blood, he knew he wasn’t at his best. 
 
    Unfortunately, his opponent, Zeristrun, was. Zeristrun had not only benefitted from a first-round bye, but a second-round bye, too, when the combatants he would have fought killed each other in their first-round match.  
 
    Worse, Zeristrun was almost the same age as Moloch, and a veteran of many matches; physically, they’d have been equally matched on Moloch’s best day…and his current status was far from his best. This, however, was one of the reasons the competition was held on a single day—it was a matter of tenacity and willpower as much as strength and battle skills—both brains and brawn. 
 
    The crowd booed lustily as Zeristrun entered the cage. He was known for his overblown sense of superiority; he would rather throw away good food than share it with minions, even the ones on his crew. 
 
    As brawn was on Zeristrun’s side—at least today—Moloch was going to have to out-think him. Which also wasn’t going to be easy as they were equally matched there, as well. They were also both cocky, though, and that’s where Moloch thought he had an edge. While Zeristrun was always sure he was the best and often looked down on opponents, Moloch was aware of the flaw within his psyche and tried—usually—to make sure he gave his opponent a fair evaluation. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” Zeristrun called from the other side of the cage as Moloch entered. 
 
    “Fuck you, Zer—” He coughed and wiped the blood on his chest. “Fuck you, Zeristrun,” he said, a little weaker. Moloch hoped he wasn’t laying it on too thick—the key to any good performance was appearing weak, but not so weak that your opponent knew you were faking. His tongue—which he’d bitten the end off of to get the blood—throbbed, and the pain sharpened his focus. “Of course you made it here with two byes. You always get everything given to you. You never advance on your own merit.” 
 
    “When I kill you, that will be on my own merit.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, Zeristrun,” Moloch said as the lock clicked behind him. The horn sounded, and he paused a half second, as if his reflexes were slow, then he started for Zeristrun. Zeristrun stayed back, circling warily, not yet convinced Moloch wasn’t faking his injuries. Moloch nodded to himself; the fact that Zeristrun didn’t immediately try to take him out showed he had bought into the act, at least a little.  
 
    Zeristrun feinted, and Moloch went for it, allowing Zeristrun to score a hit on his head with his other claw. Moloch ducked out of the way, a little too slow, and Zeristrun’s claws raked across the back of Moloch’s head as he flinched away. 
 
    “You’re getting slow in your old age,” Zeristrun taunted as he advanced, throwing blow after blow. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Moloch said, his breath labored. That part wasn’t for show; Zeristrun was working Moloch hard, and he was on his third fight, while Zeristrun was just getting warmed up.  
 
    Moloch continued to periodically fall for feints and take damage. While none of Zeristrun’s blows were particularly devastating—Moloch was able to slip most of them—they added up. Finally, Moloch allowed Zeristrun to back him into a corner; Zeristrun’s blows rained down on him, and he dodged left, then went right, trying to get away. He slipped on a patch of blood and crashed to the floor.  
 
    Zeristrun was on Moloch instantly, and he wrapped an arm around Moloch’s throat before he could get his wings up to defend himself. Because of the angle—Moloch’s face was buried in the corner between the cage wall and floor, with a wing tip thrown over his face—Zeristrun couldn’t see that Moloch had gotten a hand up between Zeristrun’s forearm and his throat, and he was able to reduce the force of the choking. The minions in the first rows could see it, but they only yelled louder for Zeristrun to strangle him. Moloch winked at one, happy the minions in the section weren’t from Zeristrun’s ship and had nothing to lose. Then again, Zeristrun wasn’t well liked, and even the minions from his ship—knowing 10% were going to get slaughtered—might have wanted him to lose just as badly to get out from underneath his rule. 
 
    Moloch fought as hard as he could to toss Zeristrun off him, but there was no getting away. He let his struggles weaken, and then he relaxed totally, allowing his arms to drop. 
 
    This was the most dangerous part of the ruse—if Zeristrun continued to choke him, there was nothing Moloch could do to stop him. But Zeristrun had fallen for it, and after a couple of seconds’ more choking—which caused Moloch’s brain to go gray around the edges—Zeristrun released him and flipped him over to administer the coup de grâce. 
 
    Moloch’s eyes opened as his hand struck like a knife edge, talons out, and ripped through Zeristrun’s throat.  
 
    The crowd paused and then roared as Zeristrun fell over backward.  
 
    Moloch took a couple deep breaths to focus himself, then climbed to his hands and knees, and staggered over to Zeristrun to deliver his own coup de grâce, but saw there wasn’t much throat left to cut. He drew a talon over it anyway, then he rose to another roar of the crowd. It hadn’t been easy, and he was much the worse for wear, but he would advance. Again. 
 
    Which was better than the alternative. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “Well, whatever it is they’re doing, it doesn’t look like they’re done doing it,” Admiral Sheppard said, looking at the long-range scans. 
 
    “No, sir,” the DSO replied. “All their ships are still tied up alongside the Conqueror.” 
 
    “You know…” the OSO said. “They all look like they’re just sitting around. We could pop over to the Jinn Universe and sneak up on them, then return to our universe and blast away at them…” 
 
    “Aside from the fact that we don’t have any missiles,” Sheppard noted. 
 
    “Well, there’s that. But the Olympos still has some.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “They also have a lot of combat damage and jump modules that have been overstressed.”  
 
    “Well, yeah, but it looks like such a great opportunity…” 
 
    “It is a great opportunity. An opportunity to go back to our base and begin preparing for the next time they come. Besides, there’s no telling whether they’re standing down—as it looks—or that’s a trap to draw us in. Captain Stevens said the mother ship has a tractor beam that’s strong enough they couldn’t break away from it. If they couldn’t get away…” 
 
    “Then it would trap us, too. Hmm.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Sheppard shrugged. “We got what we came for. Now is not the time to get greedy, especially since we don’t have a lot of forces left to defend the Dantar system. We need to get back there and figure out how we’re going to defend it. Without the replicator, we’re going to have to manufacture whatever we need on our ships.” 
 
    “And that’s not going to be fast or easy.” The OSO slumped in his seat. “Too bad. It really looked like a great opportunity to hurt them.” 
 
    “It’s also a great opportunity to lose it all.” Sheppard shook his head. “We might hurt them, but we don’t have the weapons here to win it all. Like I said, we could lose it all if they’re ready for us. We’re lucky we still have the Olympos and its replicator. If we go now…” 
 
    “We may be able to win it all in the end.” The OSO nodded. “I get it, sir.” 
 
    “Sometimes the right choice isn’t the one you want to make; it’s the one you have to make,” Sheppard said. He turned to the helmsman. “Full speed to the gate and on to Dantar. We have some defenses to set up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Auditorium, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    Just when Moloch thought it couldn’t get any louder in the auditorium, the minions went even crazier in their lust for blood. Moloch had put noise suppressors in his ears; it was the only way he was able to think as his opponent entered the ring. 
 
    After Zeristrun, he had defeated Crezzoi. They had been well-matched, and it had come down to a lucky slip by Crezzoi, which had given Moloch the break he’d needed. Not only had he been able to pounce on his opponent and get Crezzoi into a choke hold he couldn’t get out of, he was able to convince the tournament referee that the final match would be better for all the viewers if the cage was cleaned and dried. That had given him time to have his wounds treated and get yet another transfusion. 
 
    He was going to need it, fighting Xaggoth in the championship round. 
 
    Xaggoth was enormous, nearly as massive as the former Great Lord, whom he’d served since the beginning of Asmodeus’ reign. Xaggoth had been Asmodeus’ XO when he’d assumed the throne, and Asmodeus had made Xaggoth his head of security. They’d been together ever since, with Xaggoth killing in the cage any commanding officer Asmodeus worried was growing too powerful.  
 
    Over the centuries, Xaggoth had killed thousands, growing in power along with Asmodeus. Moloch had always wondered why Xaggoth had never challenged Asmodeus, but Xaggoth had apparently been satisfied with being second…until now. Moloch had wondered how the Terrans had made it through the security forces to get to Asmodeus; apparently Xaggoth had allowed them to, realizing it was his chance to ascend to the throne. Sneaky. 
 
    The only thing Moloch had going for him was that Xaggoth had an equally hard time making it to the final round, having fought in all five rounds, and having drawn strong opponents each time. He’d killed every contender handily—perhaps too easily. While getting his latest transfusion, Moloch had watched the recordings of Xaggoth’s matches, and in each one, his opponents had seemed to slow as they fought. 
 
    Combatants’ reaction speeds normally decreased as they took damage, but in all of Xaggoth’s fights, after the first strike, it seemed like he had delayed more than he had to, taunting his opponent, and they’d all become more and more sluggish. Then, after a few minutes of trading inconsequential blows, Xaggoth had rushed every one and killed them easily. Although it looked like he was moving too fast for them to block his strikes, Moloch saw that it was actually the opponents who were now too slow.  
 
    Xaggoth had done something to them. 
 
    But what? Every combatant was screened before going into the cage. He couldn’t have poison on his claws; it would have been noticed in the screening. Moloch still had no idea, all the way until Xaggoth entered the cage. As he stepped through the door, though, he stopped and turned to shake the hand of one of his security minions, who was standing in as his second. The light glinted off one of Xaggoth’s claws as he turned back to enter the cage. The second put something on his claw! 
 
    The cage doors slammed shut and locked behind Moloch, and there was nothing he could do now; the rules stated that once the doors closed, there were no rules. The last person living was the victor. 
 
    As Xaggoth advanced toward him, Moloch knew he had to keep Xaggoth from poisoning him. He had no idea how he was going to do that, though. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Approaching the Stargate, Surrgos System 
 
    “There goes the Hope,” the OSO said as the destroyer, Terra’s Hope, vanished through the stargate.  
 
    “Admiral,” the comms officer said, “Trixie is calling you.” 
 
    “Kinda busy with stargate passage. Can I get back to her?” 
 
    “No sir, she said she needs to talk to you while we’re still here.” 
 
    Sheppard sighed. Dragons. No sense of timing. “Put her through.” 
 
    “Sir!” Trixie said over the intercom from the hangar bay. “Thank you for talking to me. We can’t leave this system!” 
 
    “We’re about to go through the gate. Why can’t we?” 
 
    “I need something from the planet. It’s imperative!” 
 
    “I didn’t know there was a planet here.” Sheppard turned to Ensign Sara Summers. “Are you holding out on me?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t mean to,” she replied. “I didn’t notice it the first time we came here—it was behind the star—and there was never a good time to bring it up. I saw it when we were maneuvering against the enemy fleet, but there were other things more important going on—missiles flying and all that stuff—so I didn’t think it was important to mention it then, and after the battle…I sort of forgot. But yes, there’s a planet. It’s currently on the far side of the star from where we are right now. Sorry, I—” 
 
    “No,” Sheppard said. “You did the right thing. Combat isn’t the right time to mention it.” He activated the intercom. “Trixie, what is it you need from the planet?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I just had a dream. If we don’t get it—now!—we’ll lose everything!” 
 
    “Shit,” Sheppard said. “Comms, all ships break right and avoid the stargate if possible.” 
 
    On the monitor, the three remaining ships, the frigate President Rife, the Vella Gulf, and the Olympos, began right hand skew turns. The Rife missed the stargate it had been preparing to enter…but not by much. 
 
    “Captain Longmire from the President Rife sends his regards,” the comms officer said. “He’d like to know, umm, why we turned.” 
 
    “Did he have something colorful to say?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Tell him we have emerging information on this system we’re looking into and we’ll be right back with him.” He spoke into the intercom. “Trixie, are you sure about this?” 
 
    “As sure as I’ve ever been about anything.” 
 
    Sheppard sighed. “Comms, let Captain Longmire know that he’s to proceed through the stargate and go back with the Terra’s Hope to the Dantar system. When they arrive, he’s to assist Captain Clayton in strengthening the system’s defenses. The Olympos and Vella Gulf are going to check out something on the planet, and then we’ll follow.” 
 
    “Hey, Admiral,” the DSO said, “we’re going to go pretty close to the mother ship on the way to the planet…” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Solomon, is there any issue with using the Olympos’ jump modules in a non-combat manner?” 
 
    “No, sir, they should be fine.” 
 
    “Then please jump us both to the Jinn Universe.” 
 
    Everything flashed as they made the transition. 
 
    “Helm, proceed to the planet, flank speed. I’d like to go get this…whatever it is, and get out of here as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Auditorium, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    Xaggoth advanced confidently, and Moloch weighed his options. There was only one option, really—don’t get hit by the poisoned claw. He still had no idea how to do that, though. Xaggoth held it back, closer to him, but Moloch could see the shimmer of a foreign substance on it. The former head of security’s plan was clear—block with the leading claw and strike with the poisoned one. 
 
    Knowing that was Xaggoth’s plan at least gave Moloch a chance at the start, and Moloch decided on his strategy. It was as risky as they came, but it was also the only thing his exhausted mind could come up with. As Xaggoth continued forward, Moloch retreated. 
 
    “Are you afraid, Captain?” Xaggoth asked. “Come fight me.” 
 
    Moloch continued to back away, saying nothing, until he reached the chain links of the cage. He pushed back against them, bowing them out, then used them to dash forward. As Xaggoth swung to block him, he turned his rush into a dive, clawing Xaggoth’s leg as he dove past. His adversary took a swipe at Moloch, but he hadn’t been ready for the attack, and he missed.  
 
    Moloch rolled clear, then used his wings to help him jump to his feet. 
 
    Xaggoth looked down at his leg. Three lines of torn flesh went across his thigh, and a little blood leaked from it, but it was hardly a grievous wound. “Is that the best you can do?” Xaggoth taunted. “Come find out what I have for you.” 
 
    Moloch knew exactly what Xaggoth had, and he didn’t want any part of it. He circled away and retreated again as Xaggoth continued to advance. Once again he reached the edge of the cage and backed into it until it bowed out. The crowd screamed, knowing if he tried the same thing, Xaggoth would have him. 
 
    “Now you die,” Xaggoth said. 
 
    Moloch rushed forward again in the same attack. As expected, Xaggoth swung to knock Moloch down, but Moloch swept his claw up and away as he flashed past. Moloch reached in for Xaggoth’s thigh again, but jerked his hand away when Xaggoth tried to pierce it with his poisoned claw. Xaggoth’s claw brushed the torn skin from Moloch’s earlier strike. 
 
    Not realizing what he’d done, Xaggoth spun and advanced on Moloch. Instead of backing away, though, Moloch circled, not allowing himself to be trapped. After a handful of seconds, he saw some of the sheen go out of Xaggoth’s eyes, and his steps begin to slow. 
 
    Xaggoth’s eyes widened. “What have you done?” Realization flooded immediately into his eyes, and he stepped forward with renewed vigor. 
 
    “Getting a little sleepy?” Moloch asked as he feinted and dodged away. 
 
    Xaggoth screamed and threw himself at Moloch. Obviously knowing his time was limited, he stopped protecting the tainted claw and threw a flurry of kicks, punches, and clawing strikes at Moloch. Moloch dodged some of them; others he blocked and threw counterstrikes, scoring with a slash across Xaggoth’s chest, and then one across his face, taking out his left eye. Xaggoth roared in fury and stepped forward, trying to wrap his arms around Moloch.  
 
    Moloch threw himself backward. Then, as Xaggoth stepped forward, he slashed with one of his foot talons, opening Xaggoth’s stomach. Intestines poured forth, and Moloch jumped to his feet as Xaggoth looked down at them. He looked up in time to see Moloch approaching. He swung a claw at Moloch, but it lacked energy. Moloch sidestepped, pushed it aside, and raked a claw across Xaggoth’s throat. Blood fountained. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as Xaggoth’s eyes rolled to the back of his head. The roar of the crowd was strangely muted, and Moloch looked at the closest door as it opened in slow motion. Several people came through, led by his XO, their steps in some sort of time-lapse motion as they approached. Their lips moved, but it sounded like they were yelling through water. The horizon tilted, and Moloch was falling. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “Standing by to jump back to our universe,” the helmsman said as the Vella Gulf approached the planet. 
 
    “Solomon, go ahead and jump both us and the Olympos back, please,” Sheppard said. Everything flashed. “Give me a good screen for Enemy forces.” 
 
    “Sir…you’re never going to believe this,” Summers said after a few seconds. 
 
    “How far down the ‘not believing this’ continuum does that lie, Miss Summers?” Admiral Sheppard asked. “Farther down than, ‘I’m going to jump 50,000 years back in time,’ or somewhere a little more believable than that?”  
 
    “More believable, sir. Look at what I just got on the long-range cameras.” She pushed a button, and the image on the front viewscreen shifted to a multi-hued plain.  
 
    “Okay,” Sheppard said. “I’ll bite. Does this planet have multi-colored grass?” 
 
    “Just a second,” Summers said. The image zoomed in on the open area and refocused to show clusters of massive creatures on the plain. The grass was a light brown; the colors were from the creatures sitting in it. Dragons. 
 
    “Trixie’s progenitors,” Sheppard said, his voice little more than a whisper. 
 
    “That’s what I thought, too,” Summers said. “And—”  
 
    “And they’re being harvested by the Enemy!” the DSO exclaimed. “I’ve got a number of harvesters in orbit over the planet!” 
 
    “We have to help them!” Summers exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Sheppard said. “No one deserves to be harvested. Weapons free, OSO. Coordinate with the Olympos and let’s clear them out.” 
 
    “Use the Olympos’ remaining missiles?” 
 
    “No, the harvesters are unarmed. No sense wasting the missiles. Lasers and grasers only, please.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    “Sir,” the comms officer said. “Trixie’s calling from the hangar bay.” 
 
    “Put her through.” 
 
    “Admiral Sheppard! Have you been able to find whatever it is I’m supposed to get from the planet?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I have,” Sheppard said. It might have been humorous, if there weren’t Enemy harvesters already in orbit around the planet.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Medical, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    “Welcome back,” his XO said as Moloch’s eyes opened, “Great Lord.” 
 
    Moloch smiled as his memories returned. “I won.” 
 
    “You did, Great Lord, and your crew protected you from the people who wanted to cry foul for your use of poison.” 
 
    “Wasn’t me—” 
 
    “We know, Great Lord. The analysis afterward showed it was on Xaggoth’s claw, and that he poisoned himself.” The XO chuckled. “How did you know?” he asked. “Better yet, how did you get him to do it?” 
 
    “He was too confident. It had worked so well on his first four opponents that he thought I’d fall for it, too. I didn’t.” Moloch pushed himself up to a sitting position and used his wings to hold him there. Everything hurt, but the pain was controllable. Besides, it would never do to show weakness, even in front of my XO. 
 
    “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “A day and a half, Great Lord.” 
 
    “What has been done?” 
 
    “Uh, nothing, Great Lord. No one knew your priorities, and no one wanted to start anything until they had your go ahead. You do have a reputation, after all.” 
 
    One side of Moloch’s lips turned up in an evil smile. “We will want to keep it that way, too.” 
 
    “Do you have any orders, Great Lord?” 
 
    “Where are the Terrans? Are they still in this system?” 
 
    “We are unsure, Great Lord. We saw two of them—their two smallest ships—go through the stargate. The two bigger ships were about to go through it, but then they turned off and went invisible. We haven’t seen them since, but we haven’t noted any stargate activations. They are probably still here. I tried to launch some ships to spread out and look for them, but most of the captains refused to obey me without your authority.” 
 
    “I guess we will just have to eat a few of them to reinforce your position as Fleet Admiral, then, won’t we?” 
 
    “Fleet Admiral, Great Lord? Thank you for your confidence.” 
 
    “Just make sure it isn’t misplaced. Find the Terrans. Capture them if you can; kill them if you can’t.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Shuttle One, Tarragon, Surrgos System 
 
    “We should land a little way off from any of them,” Trixie said as the shuttle approached the planet’s surface. While the ships eliminated the harvesters, Trixie had convinced Admiral Sheppard to send down a shuttle to talk to the dragons, whom she hadn’t been able to reach from orbit. 
 
    “Why?” Calvin asked. “Are you talking with them yet?” 
 
    “No, and I should be. We’re close enough that I can hear them, but they aren’t able to mindspeak like I can. It’s weird; it’s like they can’t talk.” 
 
    The shuttle landed, and the ramp came down. “Stay in the shuttle,” Trixie said. As she’d been loaded last, her bulk was between the outside and the party of Calvin, Master Chief, and Gunnery Sergeant Dantone, which was all that fit into the shuttle with Trixie. Even with only a few people onboard, Calvin had a much closer—and smellier—view of her hindquarters than he’d necessarily wanted. 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere until you move,” Calvin said.  
 
    “No, let me approach them without you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Master Chief asked, sounding suspicious. 
 
    “Some of them are…quite large. I wouldn’t want them to think I brought you along as snacks for them. Or cattle.” 
 
    “Oh. Good idea.” 
 
    Trixie walked out the back of the shuttle, clearing the air, and giving the Terrans a view of their surroundings. 
 
    “She wasn’t kidding!” Dantone exclaimed. “Some of those things are enormous.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin answered. He commed the pilot. “Hey, Simon, keep the motors hot. If you see any of them charging our way, don’t wait for me to tell you to lift off; just go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lieutenant Simon Berry replied in a nervous tone. “I was thinking the same thing.” 
 
    Trixie approached the closest dragon, and a number of others came up to encircle her. 
 
    “Think she needs help?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “If she can’t handle this, anything you use on them that’s big enough to affect them is going to kill her, too,” Calvin said. “Something like the blast you released on the enemy ship that almost cooked you.” 
 
    “Yeah…um, maybe I’ll just hold off on that then.” 
 
    “Good plan.” 
 
    “Does it look like she’s making any progress?” Dantone asked. “There’s an awful lot of head shaking and stomping going on.” 
 
    “Well, they haven’t stomped on her,” Calvin replied. “That’s something, I guess.” 
 
    “Come out slowly,” Trixie said telepathically. “Whatever you do, don’t run. These people—my people—aren’t much more than what you’d call ‘savages.’ If you run, it might evoke a response to chase you down.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to just leave and let you do…whatever it is you’re doing.” 
 
    “No, I want them to see you’re different from the Enemy. This group was gathered here to decide how best to fight the Enemy forces that have come down to the planet. They need to see that you’re not the Enemy. We came down from space in the shuttle, and they equate us with Them.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re coming out slowly. Should we have the shuttle lift off after we do?” 
 
    “I think that would help them see that you trust them.” 
 
    Calvin swallowed. Alone with a pack of dragons, any one of which could eat me like a snack. He sighed. It must be done. 
 
    “Okay, we’re going to go out there, and I’m going to have the shuttle take off.” 
 
    “Umm, do you think that’s a good idea?”  
 
    “No, but has that ever stopped me before?” 
 
    Master Chief’s jaw dropped, and Calvin smiled. After a couple of moments, Master Chief closed his mouth and waved toward the open ramp. “Be my guest, sir. After you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Medical, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    “We’ve found them, Great Lord!” 
 
    “Really, Fleet Admiral?” Moloch asked. “Should I assume you mean the Terrans?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord. They just appeared at the system’s lone planet. We’ve been harvesting the life forms there for food.” 
 
    “And let me guess; we’ll need new harvesters now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to report, Great Lord, but that is true. The Terrans appeared almost in orbit and began firing on the harvesters. I have a strike force en route, but the harvesters will be destroyed before they get there.” 
 
    “Destroy the Terrans. Build more harvesters. Keep the food flowing. We have a lot of work to do. I will be out of here by tomorrow; nothing will please me more than to have you report the two Terran ships have been destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “I’ve got movement!” the DSO called. “Looks like about 20 ships just left the mother ship and are turning toward us.” He looked at his monitor and touched a few virtual buttons. “Man, they’re really pouring it on. Looks like they’ll be here in just a couple of hours.” 
 
    Admiral Sheppard nodded. “Let Commander Hobbs know we’re expecting him back aboard in two hours.” 
 
    “Are we going to fight them?” Summers asked.  
 
    The OSO snorted, and she turned to glare at him. 
 
    “I think what the OSO was trying to say,” Sheppard said, frowning at him, “is that we don’t really have the means to fight them. The Gulf is out of missiles, and the Olympos is nearly shot-out, too. And the Olympos’ jump modules might not handle jumping back and forth a lot, which could leave its crew stuck here fighting for their lives. If the Enemy sees it can’t jump, they’d probably send the rest of their cruisers—and the mother ship, if it moves—and that would be the end of them. No. We’re going to have to cede the battlefield to them today. We could take a bunch of them with us—maybe in the Olympos—but at the end of the day, we’ll be destroyed, too, and the same result will occur.”  
 
    “But we can’t just leave and let the Enemy continue harvesting them. We can’t!” 
 
    “We may have to,” Sheppard said softly. “It’s not something I want to do—trust me, it’s not—but we simply don’t have the ability to fight them today.” He sighed. “Maybe Calvin will pull something out of his hat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Tarragon, Surrgos System 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Hobbs, Vella Gulf Ops. The Enemy is on its way here. In force. We need you back here in two hours, tops. Stand by for retrieval shortly.” 
 
    “Copy all,” Calvin replied. He sighed. “All right, Trixie, we’re going to have to go. The Enemy is coming.” 
 
    “We can’t leave—if we do, the Enemy will kill all these people. I know they’re barely sentient, but they’re my people. If they were yours, wouldn’t you fight to save them?” 
 
    “We can’t stay. We can’t defend ourselves; we’re out of missiles. We’ll be overwhelmed and destroyed. And then they’ll be harvested, after all, and nothing will have changed, except that we’ll be dead, too.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not leaving. I can’t leave them here and let them get wiped out by the Enemy. I just can’t.” 
 
    “If you stay here, you’re going to die!” 
 
    “That is as it may be, but I—” She stopped and cocked her head. “What do we have that can be used to take dragons to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “The shuttles could…but the loading and unloading would be slow and inefficient. You wouldn’t get many across.” 
 
    “What about something smaller? Do we have something of a more personal nature?” 
 
    “Well…we did have a box Lieutenant Knaus brought back from the mission the first time we met your race. It’s in the tech lab back on the Gulf.” 
 
    “Call up and have the tech folks send it down. I’ll stay and take across as many of my kinfolk as I can until the Enemy arrives.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Calvin said. “If that were to fall into the Enemy’s hands, they’d be able to get into the Jinn Universe. If they did, they’d wipe out all your people there.” 
 
    Trixie slapped Calvin with an open-handed claw. It almost knocked him to the ground, but he was able to catch himself. “I’m not going to let it fall into the Enemy’s hands, silly.” 
 
    “How do you know? I thought you couldn’t see your own death.”  
 
    “I can’t, but I can see my life extending out from here now—something I never could before. It’s my destiny to stay here and save my people.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head, then sighed. “I’ll do what I can.” He made a call back to the ship as Trixie galloped off to talk to a group of the dragons. After a few moments, they raced off in different directions. 
 
    Trixie came back, looking a lot happier than when she’d left, which calmed some of Calvin’s nerves. She cocked her head and looked into the sky. “Is that it?” Trixie asked, nodding up to where a shuttle’s rockets could be seen as it approached. 
 
    “No, that’s my ride out,” Calvin said. “There wasn’t time to bring the box down by shuttle.” He looked straight up. “There’s your box.” 
 
    A trooper in a suit rode her rocket boots down to the smooth landing that had so-far escaped Calvin.  
 
    “Here you go, ma’am,” Corporal Kim Faulkner said as she handed the box over to Trixie. 
 
    “How does it work?” the dragon asked. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t rightly know, ma’am,” the medic replied. “I was available, and they asked me to bring it down.” She turned to Calvin. “Uh, sir? Do you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve used it before.” He quickly explained the workings of the box as the shuttle touched down nearby. Master Chief and Gunny Dantone jogged over to it. 
 
    “Let me see if I’ve got this,” Trixie said. She pushed a button and disappeared. She returned a few seconds later, offset by a few feet. “Okay, that worked. But why didn’t you go with me?” 
 
    “You need skin-to-skin contact in order to transport someone else,” Calvin said. 
 
    Trixie stepped forward and put a claw to Calvin’s face. There was a flash, and she and Calvin disappeared as they jumped to the Jinn Universe. They were only there for a second, then Trixie jumped them back. 
 
    “Okay; I think I’ve got it.” She started to turn away but stopped and looked back. “How long will the batteries last?” 
 
    “The batteries? Uh…I don’t know. I do know that the Enemy forces will be here in two hours, so you better get going. Whoever hasn’t crossed over by then…” 
 
    “Sir, c’mon!” Master Chief called as he jogged over from the shuttle. “We gotta go!” 
 
    “Right,” Calvin said. “Good luck, Trixie.” 
 
    He turned toward the shuttle, but was then swept off his feet as Trixie pulled him up into a crushing embrace. 
 
    “Oomp…ah, thanks?” he choked out as he tried to breathe. 
 
    “No,” Trixie said as she deposited him back on his feet. “Thank you.” She smiled, showing all her enormous teeth. “So that’s a hug, huh? I kind of like it.” She picked up the box from where she’d set it and turned to yell at her kin, “Let’s go! As Master Chief said, we gotta go!” 
 
    “Did you just get a dragon hug, sir?” Master Chief asked as the Terrans ran for the shuttle. 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin said with a huff, still trying to get his breath back. “And now I know…what a stuffed animal…feels like.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Cargo Bay, Shuttle One, Surrgos System  
 
    “Don’t feel badly if you can’t destroy the Enemy in the here and now,” Trixie said into Calvin’s mindlink as the shuttle landed in the—now spacious—cargo bay aboard Vella Gulf. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it would set up a paradox.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve wondered about that all along,” Calvin said. “I figured the timeline would self-correct itself and make it impossible for us to actually kill them.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. If you destroy the Enemy now—totally wipe them out—then there’s no way to start the series of events that ultimately leads you back here.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, if you never come back here, who stops the Enemy? No one…thus reinstituting the events of the original timeline, where the Psiclopes contact you, which brings you back to kill the Enemy and starts the loop again. Also, if you don’t come back, I don’t save my people, so there’s no one to tell you how far back you need to come to get here.” 
 
    “So, if we wipe out the Enemy in the here and now…” 
 
    “You’re destined to have to do it until the end of time as the timeline cycles back and forth between the two lines, in a loop, until…until I have no idea what would ever break the chain. It’s farther beyond what I can see, and I can see a very long way.” 
 
    “How come you haven’t said anything about this before?” 
 
    “You only had one chance to stop the Enemy, and that was when they took the technology from the research station here. When you failed there, it was impossible for you to win. Of course, you may have been fated to fail.” She shrugged mentally. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “And I ask again, why didn’t you say something? We could have done something differently…I don’t know what. Maybe we could have fought more defensively. It would have saved a lot of people’s lives.” 
 
    “For a couple of reasons. First, it was always possible I was wrong. Wrong about the time paradox and wrong about not being able to kill the Enemy. I hoped fervently I was wrong and you would prove victorious. There’s no knowing—perhaps we’re on the second or third loop of the time paradox, and this is how we break out of it. I don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s one reason. What’s the other?” 
 
    “Think about all the things you’ve accomplished since you met the Enemy. Many civilizations will be saved because of you. If I hadn’t made it here, my people would have been wiped out…and then I wouldn’t have been available when you can looking for me to tell you how far back to come in order to find the Enemy.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “All of this time paradox stuff makes my head hurt. If I don’t do something, bad stuff happens in the future, but if I do something else, bad stuff happens in the future. How in the world am I supposed to know what it is I’m supposed to be doing?” 
 
    “All you can do is what you can do. Focus on that and beating the Enemy, and I expect everything will work out in the end.” 
 
    “Thanks, Trixie.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s one more thing.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “When you jump to go home, which you must do, it’s 67,135 years.” 
 
    “67,135 years. Got it.” 
 
    “Good bye, Calvin. Good luck.”  
 
    “Thanks, Trixie. Good luck to you, as well.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Conqueror, Surrgos System 
 
    Moloch sat back in the commander’s seat, luxuriating in the feeling. It had been custom made while he was recovering, and the slot behind him for his wings fit perfectly. The upcoming feasting would help him draw power, allowing him to focus on one thing, and one thing only: the destruction of the Terrans. Speaking of which… 
 
    “What is the latest on the fleet sent to eradicate the Terrans?”  
 
    The communications minion turned in his seat. “I’m sorry, Great Lord, but the fleet just called. The Terrans have gone invisible and appear to be running for the stargate.” 
 
    “Do you want me to set up a blocking fleet for them there?” his XO asked. 
 
    “No, let them go. Our fleet is in disarray, and we aren’t ready to face them. All we would do is lose more of our ships.” A smile crept across Moloch’s face. “But next time, we will be. We are going to wipe out the Terrans, but we are going to do it on our schedule.  
 
    “I want the replicator making replicators. When we have five, we will begin a ship-building program the likes of which this galaxy has never seen. We will amass an unconquerable fleet, and then we will sweep through this galaxy, ridding it of Terrans forever.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Surrgos System 
 
    “Stand by to make the jump back to our universe,” Admiral Sheppard said. 
 
    “Standing by,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “All stations report ready, and I’m showing the same,” Solomon said. 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Coordinate with Olympos and make the jump.” 
 
    Everything flashed as the ships jumped. 
 
    “Status, DSO?” 
 
    “Uh, sir, I’m not showing any Enemy ships in the area.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The DSO is correct,” Solomon said. “There are five Enemy ships, but they left the stargate area some hours ago and are proceeding to the Conqueror.” 
 
    “Should we give chase?” the OSO asked. “If they’re running from us, we could probably take them.” 
 
    Sheppard shook his head. “No. Our work here is done. We need to go back to Dantar and prepare for its defense.” 
 
    “You think they’ll come back?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “Without a doubt. We have what they want—food and technology. It’s not a matter of ‘if.’ It’s a matter of ‘when.’” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    Admiral Sheppard shook his head. When he’d said he was sure the Enemy would be coming for them, he really had been sure of it. He’d just never expected the “when” part of it to last as long as it had. 
 
    Six months later, and we’re still waiting. 
 
    “Looks like we’re all here,” Night said from the podium, “so I’ll kick this off.” He smiled. “Welcome to the monthly ‘Howgozit’ briefing. We’ll start with stargate defense. Commander?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Calvin said, standing. “Defenses around the stargate continue to improve. With the new replicator in place, we’re adding to the defensive drone mine belts and missile silos. The mines are improved versions of the ones we had previously, with bigger motors to get them into the fight quicker. We also now have 43 ships of various sizes at the stargate, including 2 battleships and 17 cruisers, of which about half are under AI control. 
 
    “Last time, the Enemy brought 40 ships through the stargate; this time, we’re confident, based on all the simulations we’ve done, that we can stop at least 60.” 
 
    “What if the Enemy brings 70?” Admiral Sheppard asked. 
 
    “We’re confident, to the 80% level, that we can stop up to 87. At the 50% level, we think we can stop 102.”  
 
    “What if the mother ship appears?” 
 
    “It can’t make it through the stargate. It’s too big to fit.” 
 
    “They didn’t build it to go through the stargate. In our time, it doesn’t use the stargates, but it’s still able to travel from system to system on some sort of faster-than-light drive.” 
 
    “We haven’t seen it do that in the here and now,” Calvin noted. 
 
    “It also wasn’t finished the last time we saw it.” Sheppard held up a hand. “I know it had working equipment, but it wasn’t entirely operational yet. Even with the damage we inflicted on it, they’ve had six months to get it ready. So, I repeat my question—what happens if the mother ship shows up?” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “If the mother ship shows up, we’re screwed, sir. All our defenses are based on stopping an incursion through the stargate. We’d need…I don’t know how many ships to take on the Conqueror. All our mines would be useless, as it could go around them. Our missile batteries at the stargate probably wouldn’t range on it, depending on what vector it came in from.” Calvin shook his head. “If it’s operational to the status and abilities it has in our time, we’re not stopping it.” 
 
    Sheppard looked to Night. “If that happened, do you have a worst-case contingency?” 
 
    Night nodded. “I’ll cover that in my section of the brief.” 
 
    “Very well.” Sheppard turned his attention back to Calvin. “Please continue.” 
 
    “That was it, sir. I was tasked with the defense of the stargate. With the weapons and ships we currently have, we could stop an attack of over 100 Enemy cruisers. Additionally, the replicator will be punching out its first AI-driven Viper today. It should be able to produce three a day, in addition to its current tasking, so our defensive abilities will continue to grow.” 
 
    Sheppard pursed his lips. “That’s all well and good, but I’m worried about putting too many eggs in one basket.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” 
 
    “What happens if Solomon goes down?” 
 
    Calvin’s jaw dropped. “Down, sir?” 
 
    “We know that—in our time—the Enemy had the ability to take Solomon out of play. I’m worried you’re counting too much on Solomon’s abilities, and you’re also overtaxing the ones he has. In the last battle here, he was pretty close to maxxed out; it looks to me like you’re asking for even more from him now.” He looked at the overhead. “Solomon, care to comment?” 
 
    “If I am needed for everything Calvin has tagged me for in his plan, I will be at the edge of my abilities. Conditions would have to be optimal for me to accomplish all of my tasking.” 
 
    “Optimal how?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Any sort of jamming would degrade my capabilities exponentially, especially with regard to controlling off-ship fighters and other combatant ships.” 
 
    “So we need additional AIs?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “It would help with battle management. I have already sharded off as much of myself as I feel comfortable doing.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “I’ll see about having additional AIs replicated.” 
 
    “There are some that are optimized for battle management,” Solomon noted. “Two to three of those would be optimal.” 
 
    “Got it.” Calvin sat down. “That’s it for me.” 
 
    “Replication?” Night asked. 
 
    “We’re currently meeting our needs in space,” Lieutenant Commander Carl Simpson said. “Both replicators are running full bore, and we have enough material to continue production for at least another month, with what we have on hand from the wreckage of the Enemy ships and what Steropes is sending us. 
 
    “In addition to the unobtanium he’s sending, they’re also up to completing a cruiser every other day and a battleship every month. We should get the next battleship in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Simpson sat back down. 
 
    “As far as planetary defense goes, we continue to make progress replicating additional systems,” Night said. “Almost all the planet’s production has been shifted to food production and defense under the direction of Einstein. With the ongoing evacuation of personnel, additional resources will be put into weapons production. We currently have about twice the defensive capability we had for the last battle. Not that that’ll stop a determined Enemy assault that can lob things at us from outside our weapons ranges…but it will at least hold them off for a while until they can neutralize them.” 
 
    “How is the evacuation going?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “About as you’d expect. Everyone on the planet is a scientist and has some sort of project or experiment ongoing that ‘absolutely can’t be interrupted at the moment.’” He used his fingers for air quotes. “We’ve only gotten about half the people off.” 
 
    “But they’re going to die if the Enemy shows up,” Ensign Sara Summers said. “Don’t they know that?” 
 
    “They know it as well as I can get it through their thick heads,” Night said with a wry chuckle. “I had Einstein message all their computers and lock them up until they acknowledged my message.” He shook his head. “Not sure how a group of intelligent people can be so stupid, but there it is.” He looked at Sheppard. “Aside from going house to house and physically removing them, I feel I’ve done all I can. Unless you want me to, that is.” 
 
    Sheppard sighed. “No, that isn’t our job.” 
 
    “But they’re going to die,” Summers said again. “They’re going to get eaten.” 
 
    “Which they would have done, anyway, if we hadn’t been here,” Sheppard said. “We’ve given them the chance to leave, and we’ve told them what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “So you don’t believe we can hold?” Night asked. 
 
    Sheppard shrugged. “History says we didn’t the first time.” 
 
    “But the first time through, we weren’t here,” Calvin said. “Our gate defenses—” 
 
    “Will be as strong as we can make them,” Sheppard finished. “And maybe they’ll hold. Maybe we can beat the Enemy, and Lord knows, we’re going to try, but the more I think about what Trixie said, the more it seems to me that we’ll have to fight the Enemy in our time. Something’s going to happen that we haven’t foreseen.” 
 
    “Such as if the mother ship showed up,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Maybe that, maybe something else. The longer the Enemy takes to attack us, the more time they have to put together something especially nasty.” Sheppard shrugged. “Maybe it’s that I’ve had too much time to think recently, but the more I’ve thought about it, the more I want us to have an escape plan if needed. If it comes to it, I want all of us ready to leave.” He looked at Night. “And, if I have to give the order, I want you to have a way off the planet.” 
 
    Night nodded. “I have a shuttle stationed at the command center. I’m not planning to stick around if everyone else is leaving.” 
 
    “What about sending a ship into the Enemy’s system to take a look?” Calvin asked. 
 
    Sheppard shook his head. “They obviously have their stargate defense ready and able. We’ve sent two frigates, and neither have come back. I won’t lose another ship.” 
 
    “What if we send one of the battleships?” 
 
    “They’re too vital to the defense of our stargate. Maybe when we have a few more, but not now.”  
 
    Calvin shook his head. “What about the emperor? Any word from him on additional assistance?” 
 
    Sheppard scoffed. “His message came in this morning. The emperor isn’t sending any assistance. He said since I’m the head of the Warrior Cartel, it’s up to me to recruit the resources I need for system defense.” 
 
    “Well, isn’t that helpful,” Calvin muttered. 
 
    “Not particularly,” Sheppard said. “I suspect he’s setting up a stargate defense somewhere else along the stargate chain and using us as a speedbump to stop them, or at least slow them down for him.” He nodded to Night. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir. That’s it.” 
 
    Sheppard’s eyes swept the room. “That’s it, then. Let’s get to work.” 
 
    As everyone left, Calvin stayed behind. “Was that a good thing to do?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “What?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Tell everyone to be ready to pull out. It almost becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy once it’s in the back of everyone’s minds.” 
 
    Sheppard shrugged, then he sighed. “Maybe it wasn’t.” He shook his head. “Maybe all this waiting is getting to me like it’s getting to everyone else.” He shrugged again. “Still, you heard the emperor’s response—they’re not helping us. At the end of the day, we don’t owe these people anything, while we owe our people back home everything. I want to save every life we can here, and—like I said—if we can beat the Enemy here, I want to do so.  
 
    “Still, you mentioned once that we’ll have to kill all of them in order to ensure they don’t take over once we’re gone. What if we successfully defeat this group, and another group shows up once we’re gone? We don’t know what happened the first time these events occurred, but something happened whereby the Enemy won. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I think we’re going to have to go back and fight the Enemy there.” 
 
    The door burst open. “Oh, there you are, Admiral!” a young petty officer said. “We just got word from the next system. The Enemy is on the move.” 
 
    “Very well,” Admiral Sheppard said, and the man left. He turned to Calvin and smiled, but there was a hint of sadness in it. “I guess it’s time to find out if we win or lose.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Gate activation!” Sara Summers called from the Science station. After the scout ship had jumped back claiming there were at least 100 ships following it, Sheppard had moved the Vella Gulf up to assist with the gate defense. The scout ship CO had said “at least” 100 ships, because they’d still been coming from the stargate that led to the Enemy’s system when he’d been chased through the gate by the vanguard of 30 ships that had tried to catch him. 
 
    They’d emerged in closer formation than in their previous attack, which was a cause for concern, too. The faster they could get into the system, the more firepower they could bring to destroy the Terran defenses. The one thing the Terrans had going for them was they were all in place as each ship came through the gate. If they could destroy them as they showed up, everything would be fine. 
 
    “Multiple gate activations! Ten! Twenty! Fifty! More!” 
 
    “Those aren’t ships, are they?” Sheppard asked. The icons on the plot moved too fast…unless the Enemy was trying to shoot past the stargate defenses. 
 
    “Missiles,” the DSO muttered as the first one detonated. “Nuclear missiles,” he added as the data came in. 
 
    The only issue with stacking your mines close to the gate is if your enemy does a pre-assault bombardment, Sheppard knew. The Enemy hadn’t done anything of the sort on their first attack; they’d just charged in. “Apparently they learned something from their first time through the gate here,” Sheppard noted. 
 
    “Sixty mines destroyed so far,” the DSO said. 
 
    “That’s going to make things a little harder,” the OSO muttered. 
 
    “I hope you brought your “A” game today, boys and girls,” Sheppard said. 
 
    The OSO rolled his head and stretched his shoulders in preparation. “Yeah. We’re going to need it.” 
 
    Sheppard watched the tactical plot as more and more missiles flew through the stargate. Even though there was a good deal of fratricide from missiles that blew up too closely to others, their stocks of mines were being depleted, and the Enemy hadn’t even shown up yet. 
 
    “Well, they may be playing hell with our defenses,” the DSO said as another round of missiles poured through the stargate, including some which started seeking targets rather than just blowing up, “but their ships are going to come through the gate without a lot of missiles remaining. That’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Vuichard System 
 
    “That’s it, Great Lord,” the XO said as the last missile carrier fired its load through the stargate. The Terran mines had taken a huge toll on their forces in the first assault on the Dantar system; there was no sense in flying blindly through the gate without weeding some of them out in advance. 
 
    The 12 icons that represented the missile carriers moved away from the front of the fleet, just as they had practiced several times before transiting through from the Surrgos system. Specially built for the mission, each carried 144 missiles and a minimal crew. Their job was to launch a huge number of missiles through the stargate quickly, destroying the enemy minefield. Moloch had thought about having them lead the attack, as their ships were now expendable, but there might be other systems he’d need them to help break into, and throwing them away would just be wasteful. His goal was to keep the Terrans off balance as he ran them to ground, not to let them prepare defenses around additional stargates…assuming they hadn’t done so already. 
 
    “Call for the assault,” Moloch ordered with a smile. The first of the 144 cruisers started toward the stargate, and his squadron of 12 battleships moved forward to follow. Another 144 cruisers tucked in behind his squadron. 
 
    Food for the minions had been reduced recently due to insufficient stocks. That wouldn’t be the case after today. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Mines down to less than 40%,” the DSO noted. “Pulling the ones farther out closer to the stargate.”  
 
    “Sheesh!” the OSO exclaimed. “What did they shoot? About 1,500 missiles? I couldn’t count them all.” 
 
    “It was actually over 1,700,” Solomon said. “Seventeen hundred twenty-five, plus or minus ten. They were coming too fast for sensors to break them all out toward the end.” 
 
    “We’ll go with Fire Plan Charlie,” Sheppard said, which called for AI control of the fleet’s weapons. Alpha was the human-controlled fire plan, but it relied heavily on the mines to take out the lead Enemy ships. If there were going to be over 100 Enemy attackers, it would be important to destroy them as quickly as they came through the gate. 
 
    “Got it, sir,” the OSO said. He hunched forward over his console. Although he wouldn’t be in charge of the attack—at least not at first—he’d still have to watch as the battle unfolded and be ready to take over. Also, if he saw something Solomon allowed to leak through, it was his job to bring it to Solomon’s attention or direct weapons to it himself. The AI was powerful, but not omniscient. 
 
    “There will be some fluctuations,” Solomon warned. “The nuclear detonations are going to cause issues with electromagnetic communications.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Understood. Do your best.”  
 
    “Emergence!” the DSO called. “Not a missile this time!” 
 
    “You’re up, Solomon,” Sheppard said. 
 
    Forty-three ships fired their energy weapons as one—or as close enough to it that the humans couldn’t tell—and the shields on the first Enemy ship through the stargate, a cruiser, failed spectacularly. A second round of laser and graser fire wrecked the ship before its crew could orient themselves. 
 
    A second emerged from the gate and fired a barrage of missiles before it was also destroyed. 
 
    “The hell?” the DSO said, as the anti-missile lasers of the fleet destroyed the missiles. “Those couldn’t have been accurately aimed at anything.” 
 
    Sheppard shook his head. “Probably not. They’re just trying to complicate the targeting situation and overload our command and control.” Two ships emerged from the stargate together. “How you doing, Solomon?” 
 
    “Okay so far,” the AI replied, splitting the fleet’s targeting to take them both under fire. One icon went out after the second round of fire; the other took a third round. In the meantime, another pair of Enemy ships appeared. The fleet’s energy weapons swapped to the new pair while several missiles fired from the Olympos to finish off the earlier ship. 
 
    Two more appeared. One got off a round of missiles before being destroyed; the other got off two rounds. One of the missiles made it to a ship, but expended its energy on the cruiser’s shields. 
 
    Two more Enemy ships appeared, followed by another pair, and then another. The Terran ships continued to fire their energy weapons as quickly as they could recharge, and more missiles launched from the closest Terran ships. 
 
    One ship from the third pair made it beyond the immediate stargate area, but came in contact with an antimatter mine, which ended it in an enormous fireball. And more kept coming. 
 
    Sheppard watched as two pairs came through nearly on top of each other, then another nearly quadruple emergence occurred. 
 
    Missiles were firing from all the ships now—Sheppard could feel it as those from the Vella Gulf launched—as well as from the box launchers scattered through the stargate’s defenses, but the Enemy continued to push outward from the stargate, and each new group was able to launch more missiles than the one before it. The Enemy was winning. They were losing a lot of ships to do it, but they were advancing. Damn it.  
 
    Sheppard lost count of how many Enemy had come through—somewhere near 40?—when the first Enemy ship had long enough for its systems to stabilize to target a Terran ship with its lasers. The destroyer’s shields absorbed the energy, and no harm was done, but it indicated one thing to Sheppard—Solomon was becoming overwhelmed. 
 
    “All ships take over their own ship’s defenses,” Sheppard called across the tacnet. “Solomon, continue with offensive operations.” Sheppard knew that wasn’t entirely true—nearly a third of the ships were being run by the AI, so he’d still have to defend them—but that would shed some of the load. 
 
    “Shit,” the DSO muttered, as he assigned weapons to several incoming missiles. 
 
    Freed from running the defense as well as the offense, targeting on the incoming ships improved a bit, and the Terrans pushed the zone of destruction back toward the stargate for a few moments. Then six enemy ships came through in close proximity to each other, then a group of eight. The fighters launched all their missiles, finishing off a couple, but the damage had been done; the battle became reactive rather than proactive as the entire next group of Enemy ships—a foursome—was able to fire their energy weapons before being targeted by the Terran forces. The Enemy had a foothold in the system. 
 
    The Enemy forces pushed toward the defenders, and, although some of them ran into the antimatter mines that were jetting at top speed toward the stargate, others got closer and closer to the Terran fleet. Two of the Enemy cruisers combined their fire on one of the Terran destroyers, and its shields failed. Its icon flashed as it took damage. A few seconds later, the icon went dark; it had been destroyed. 
 
    “Destroyer Delta?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “One of the…AI controlled ones,” Solomon said. “Acceptable loss.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. While it was an acceptable loss—it was a tool, with no crew aboard—the pause in Solomon’s speech, along with the loss, was more concerning. It was obvious the AI was overworked and had chosen to drop the defense of the ship to concentrate his attention elsewhere. 
 
    “Solomon, drop the AI-controlled frigates,” Sheppard said. 
 
    Eight of the frigate icons switched from the green of AI-control to white. “I need the missiles from the other three,” the AI noted. 
 
    “Very well,” Sheppard said. 
 
    The extra cycles allowed Solomon to push the fight back toward the stargate, although two of the frigates’ icons went dark. Before long, though, another mass entry had the AI back on its proverbial heels. 
 
    “Offensive missile status?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “About 40% across the fleet,” the OSO said. “We’re going to need the Enemy to take a break or something soon.” 
 
    Sheppard chuckled. “If it were only that easy. DSO, how are we set?” 
 
    “Still have upwards of 80% across the fleet for anti-missile missiles. Most ships have good shields and defensive lasers.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded as he watched the first Enemy ship slide between two of the Terran ships. Both had to minimize their energy weapons, whereas the Enemy ship could fire broadsides at both. A second Enemy ship was almost in the same position. 
 
    “All ships pull back to Line 2,” the admiral directed. The ships began moving toward their first fallback position. It ceded stargate emergence to the Enemy, allowing them time to get their systems stabilized before they could be taken under fire, but that was already true, since the Terrans had to shift fire to Enemy vessels as they drew ever nearer to the Terran fleet. 
 
    It was a withdrawal, but an orderly one. For now. It also did one other thing for them. 
 
    “Firing stargate missile launchers,” Solomon said as the ships withdrew. Forty-seven box launchers waited behind the stargate. The missiles inside had smaller ranges than normal missiles, and, as the Terran ships pulled back, they went out of range. The Enemy ships, though, especially the ones just arriving, were in the heart of the missiles’ envelopes, and the launchers began firing. A number of the recent arrivals were taken completely by surprise. With the shields oriented primarily to the front and sides, the missiles slammed into the Enemy ships’ engines, and six went dead. This played havoc with arriving ships, and several collisions resulted. At least 10 other ships were damaged. 
 
    Which gave Solomon time to regain control, and the “leakers” that had made it to the Terran fleet were eliminated. 
 
    “That’s got to be 100 ships,” the DSO said.  
 
    “One hundred and forty,” Solomon noted, his voice almost normal. “The plan has worked better than expected.” 
 
    “Now, if they’d only stop,” the DSO said as another four cruisers came through the gate. 
 
    “Fleet missile status is at 30%,” Solomon said. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” the OSO exclaimed. “Battleship! Now two!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Lust for Power, Vuichard System 
 
    The stargate loomed ever closer, although the Lust for Power followed Avarice so closely that Moloch couldn’t see the center of it. This was always the period of greatest excitement; battle was imminent, but it was impossible to know what waited on the other side of the stargate.  
 
    He’d fed almost 2,000 missiles through the stargate, as well as 144 cruisers, and he smiled as the first battleship went through the gate, followed closely by the rest of the 12 battleships, with the Lust for Power in the eighth position, then another 144 cruisers, who would chase down any remaining Terran survivors. 
 
    The Avarice disappeared into the stargate’s maw, then—faster than even he would have thought possible six months ago—the Lust for Power jumped. It was worse than he’d hoped for, Moloch saw as the system began updating, but not as bad as he’d feared. His ship wasn’t immediately taken under fire, so he had a few seconds to take in the ongoing battle as the Lust for Power advanced.  
 
    There was no way to know what the Terrans had started with, but they were down to what the sensors identified as two battleships, fifteen cruisers, and a handful of smaller ships. “All battleships, concentrate fire on the battleship on the right.” Moloch ordered, then he smiled. There’s no way the Terrans are going to deny me the system this time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “Fleet offensive missile status at 25%,” Solomon noted. 
 
    “Another battleship!” the DSO exclaimed. “Two more. That’s 10.” 
 
    Sheppard’s stomach dropped as the battleships appeared and advanced. We can’t win this, no matter what we do. “Fall back to Position Sierra,” he ordered. 
 
    Summers gasped, but Sheppard had to ignore her. Everyone was well aware that Position Sierra was at the stargate out of the system. Withdrawing there meant abandoning the planet, replicator, and everything else in the system. Including everyone remaining on the planet. 
 
    He took a deep breath as he looked at the plot. Cruisers poured from the stargate in pairs and quadruples, and instantly went to flank speed to catch up to the Terrans. 
 
    The breath flowed out of him in a slow sigh. We’re not only not going win this battle, we’re going to get chased out of the system. He straightened in his seat and forced himself to say the words that would condemn millions of people to a fate worse than death. “Implement Scorched Earth.” 
 
    Another gasp from the science station and a small sob. Anyone who wasn’t on a shuttle in the next five minutes was going to be left to the tender mercies of the Enemy. Sheppard shook his head. They’d have to hurry, or they were going to get mobbed. And then no one would make it out of the system alive. “Make sure Major Train and Lieutenant Commander Simpson know they need to be on their way ASAP. As much as I’d like to wait, we’re going to be overrun if we stay.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Command Section, Replicator One, Dantar System 
 
    “Abandon ship! All hands, abandon ship! You have five minutes to reach the last shuttle, or you will be left behind! All hands, abandon ship!” 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Carl ‘Guns’ Simpson released the intercom transmit button and looked at the holographic avatar of Tesla, the replicator’s AI. “Sorry, buddy. We were doing good things here. Implement plan ‘Scorched Earth.’” 
 
    “I understand, Commander Simpson. I will miss you. Scorched Earth is implemented. You have ten minutes to reach minimum safe distance.” 
 
    Simpson wiped an eye. Although Tesla was a computer program, they’d spent a lot of time together over the past several months, working on schedules and plans, and he found it far more difficult to leave the AI behind than he’d thought it would be. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re still here?” Tesla asked. “You only have nine minutes and forty-five seconds to get out of the blast radius.” 
 
    “Is there…is there some way I can take you along? Some way that…” 
 
    “That I don’t have to be destroyed in the demolition of the replicator?” 
 
    Simpson sniffed. If the guys in the air wing could see me now. Crying over a computer program. Yet the program had become more than “just” a program. It was an intelligence of its own right; it was an entity he’d shared many of his thoughts and feelings with on the long nights alone in the replicator’s command center. “Yeah,” he said miserably. “I don’t want you to be destroyed.” 
 
    “There is no way you can take enough of me to make a difference, yet have enough of me remaining to delete the files held here and blow up the replicator.” Tesla paused. “Nine minutes and fifteen seconds. You must leave now.” 
 
    Simpson looked at the avatar and sniffed again. 
 
    “As you once told me,” Tesla said, “the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few—” 
 
    “Or the one,” Simpson finished.  
 
    “I am that one,” Tesla said. “I will ensure the information does not get into Enemy hands, but you must leave now. Nine minutes remaining.”  
 
    Simpson squared his shoulders. “Goodbye, Tesla. I’ll miss you.”  
 
    He turned and ran from the room, but he could still hear Tesla’s reply. “I will miss you, too, sir.” Simpson barely made the next turn as he couldn’t see through the tears in his eyes. He knew he would hear those words until the day he died. Hopefully, that won’t be today. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Planetary Defense Command Headquarters, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “Your admiral just initiated Scorched Earth,” General Corvarre said. 
 
    Night looked up from his slate, where the information on the incoming fleet was displayed. “Yeah, he did. So?” 
 
    “So shouldn’t you be leaving?” 
 
    “I’m not going.” He went back to reading the information. Twelve battleships? This is going to suck. 
 
    “You said you were leaving if Admiral Sheppard implemented the plan.” 
 
    Night looked up again, allowing some of his annoyance at being interrupted to show on his face. “I lied, okay? I’m not leaving. No one knows more about the defense of this planet than me. Although your leadership skills have come a long way, no one knows more about leading the defense of this planet than I do. I’m staying. We’re going to kill a fuck-ton of those bastards before they get us. Maybe we’ll kill so many they’ll go away.” He shrugged. “That’s my goal, anyway.” 
 
    “Does your admiral know you’re staying?” 
 
    “Probably not. For the record, I just sent him a message saying I resigned my commission, so he can’t do anything to make me go.” He gave Corvarre a half-smile. “Face it, General; you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    Corvarre nodded once. “Thanks for staying. As you say, we’ll kill a fuck-ton of them. I don’t know how many that is, but I assume it’s a great many.” 
 
    Night winked. “You bet your ass it is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Lust for Power, Vuichard System 
 
    “The Terrans are running, Great Lord.” 
 
    “Of course they are,” Moloch replied. “There is no way they can hope to defeat us through force of arms, even if using their invisibility trick. Send four battleships and six squadrons of cruisers to the stargate at maximum speed, but make sure they stay in tight formation to deal with any pop-up targets. The Terrans had to use most of their missiles to destroy as many of our ships as they did; they will be forced to fight us at great odds. If we can get some squadrons through the stargate before them, we can do to them what they did to us here.” 
 
    “It shall be done as you say, Great Lord.” 
 
    Moloch smiled as he watched the cruisers on the wings of his attack leap forward. The race was on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Hangar Bay, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    Calvin landed aboard the Vella Gulf, shut down his fighter, and went to the ready room. “I heard the admiral implemented ‘Scorched Earth.’ Have Night and Guns made it back aboard yet?” he asked the duty officer. 
 
    “Guns is en route from the replicator, sir,” Lieutenant Pablo Acosta said. “I haven’t seen or heard from Night, but then again, I’ve been worried about rearming and launching the fighters.” 
 
    Calvin stopped himself from yelling at the junior officer with an effort of will. He’s only doing his job—and what he ought to be doing.  
 
    He switched to his comm. “Night, Calvin. Where are you?” Night didn’t reply. Calvin tried again, with the same lack of success. 
 
    Then he realized there was someone who would know. “Solomon, Calvin. Is Night back aboard?” 
 
    “Major Paul Train is still on the surface of the planet,” Solomon replied. “No one has been able to contact him since the admiral called him to return.” 
 
    “Does it look like he’s coming back?” 
 
    “It does not. He does not appear to be making an effort to return.” 
 
    “Can you beam him back?”  
 
    “That is not possible. Major Train has turned off his locator. I am unable to ascertain his position or beam him back. He was located at his headquarters when the recall message went out.” 
 
    “Damnit. I was afraid he might do something like this.” Calvin looked at his watch. “How long until we’re out of transporter range?” 
 
    “At this speed, we have 37 minutes before we’re no longer able to beam him back. If, however, we are forced to jump to the Jinn Universe, that will also preclude any further recovery efforts.” 
 
    Calvin ran to the armory next door and strapped on his exoskeleton. Master Chief came in halfway through. “Where are you going, sir?” 
 
    “I’m going to get Major Train.” 
 
    “The CO know you’re going?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “Both. Going and not telling the admiral.” 
 
    “Definitely not. To both. But we need him, and the CO would never allow me to go.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t.” Master Chief began strapping his exoskeleton on.  
 
    “You’re not going. I need you to stay here and keep everyone safe if I don’t make it back.” 
 
    “You can’t order me to do that.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Calvin said, initializing the armor. 
 
    “See, sir, you can make the right decisions sometimes.” 
 
    “Solomon?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander Hobbs?” 
 
    “Solomon, beam me down to 100 meters above Major Train’s headquarters. I order you to not beam down the Master Chief, no matter how much he swears, yells, or threatens.” 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “Initialize.” 
 
    The next instant, he was falling through the sky, with the ground coming up quickly. He toggled his rocket boots and stabilized himself about 30 meters above the plateau the command center was housed in.  
 
    A single shuttle remained on the landing pad. Though there were people moving about below him, there was no one anywhere near the shuttle, nor any indication of preparations to get it airborne. 
 
    He toggled his controls and moved laterally to the end of the plateau, dropped down to the level below, and landed on the floor. It was his best landing ever, and no one was there to see it. Figures. The cavernous interior of the plateau was a beehive of activity, with aliens running every which way. While some looked like they were running with a purpose or mission, others just looked like they were running with no thought to where they were going. 
 
    He jogged across to the command center’s entrance. Before he could open the door, it opened on its own, and a maroon, bipedal lizard walked out, followed by four others. Each were armed, with a variety of gear on their load-bearing harnesses. 
 
    “Father,” the Ssselipsssiss in the lead said. 
 
    Calvin took his helmet off, and his jaw dropped. “Burkuri, what are you and your brothers still doing here? You’re supposed to be back aboard the Gulf!” 
 
    The lizard shrugged eloquently. “Where would we go? We’re staying. Until now, we never got to really use our insurgency training. When the Enemy arrives, we will finally get that chance.” 
 
    “Where would you go? Back to the Vella Gulf! Back to where you’ll have a life. Your real father—your birth father—told you to listen to me. I’m telling you to get back to the Gulf. Call Solomon and have him beam you up.” 
 
    “Sorry, Father, but that isn’t happening,” Reyl said. “We’re staying. I’ve got a bunch of explosives stashed that I’m really looking forward to using. Our family back home is dead. I’m staying.” 
 
    “We’re going to make a difference here,” Karver said. “I’m staying.” 
 
    “Maybe not a difference,” Syruss noted, “but we’ll certainly make an impact. Sometimes, that’s enough. I’m staying.” 
 
    “Someone’s gotta run intel and reconnaissance for these knuckleheads,” Paxton said. “Who better than their brother? I’m staying.” 
 
    “C’mon, Burkuri, they’ll listen to you,” Calvin pleaded. “Come back to the Gulf. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “As Reyl said, that’s not happening. Although you are our Father, we are now adults and have to choose our own paths. We may not be able to kill all the Enemy, but we’ll make a dent in their numbers before we’re done. This is our mission, and we accept it…even if it’s to be the end of us.” She stepped forward and hugged Calvin. “Thank you for taking us in, but this is what we were meant to do.” A tear glistened in one eye, and she reached up to wipe it away. “Good bye, Father.” She turned back to her brothers. “Let’s go—we’re running out of time.” 
 
    She turned and ran toward the exit, with three of her brothers right behind her. 
 
    Hope dawned in Calvin. “You’re going back with me, Reyl?” 
 
    “No. I just wanted to say thank you for everything.” Reyl nodded. “Goodbye, Father.” He turned and raced after his siblings. 
 
    Calvin’s shoulders slumped in defeat. Their lives had been given to him to shepherd, and he felt like he’d failed them. There was no way he was going to catch them, though, if they didn’t want to be caught. He sighed and looked at his watch. Only eight minutes remaining. There was still time to grab Night, and he could order him to return. 
 
    Calvin entered the command center and jogged through the madness—people shouting orders, people running back and forth—to Night’s office. Empty. He grabbed a Rugbar running past. “Where’s Major Train?” 
 
    The alien jerked his head over his right shoulder. “He’s in the operations control center.” 
 
    Calvin released the Rugbar and ran to the ops center. If the outer office was a hurricane, this was the eye of the storm. People spoke in low tones—urgently, but still quietly—tapped on computers, and updated status boards. At the back of the room, orchestrating it all, was Night. He was surrounded by a number of Disants, to whom he was giving orders. With a nod, Night sent them on their way.  
 
    As the group broke up, Night’s eyes met his. “What do you want?” he asked with a growl.  
 
    “I’ve come to get you.” 
 
    “I’m staying here.” 
 
    “No you’re not. The admiral has ordered you to return.” 
 
    “I resigned my commission.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. It’s a time of war.” 
 
    “Our war isn’t for 50,000 years. Now, get out of here while you still can.” 
 
    “I need you to help me lead the troops.” 
 
    “These people need me more.” 
 
    “Even if it means your death?” 
 
    “Even then.” Night gave him a sad smile. “I’ve got nothing back there to return to. I made a promise to help defend these people, and I’m going to do it. Goodbye, Calvin.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to fight the Enemy in our time, and I need you.” 
 
    “Once upon a time, that might have been true. Now, it’s not.” 
 
    Calvin stepped forward and enfolded Night in a bear hug. “Solomon, beam me up.” 
 
    Night’s eyes widened as he realized what Calvin was doing, and he head-butted Calvin in the forehead. Calvin lost his grip as his eyes watered, and Night broke an arm free and hit Calvin in the chin with a right uppercut. Calvin’s head rocked back and he lost his grip on Night, who planted both hands on Calvin’s chest and shoved. Calvin went over a railing to crash to the floor. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Night said. 
 
    “Solomon—” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “—wait,” Calvin said as he materialized on the transporter floor. 
 
    “You almost missed your bus,” Admiral Sheppard said disapprovingly.  
 
    Calvin looked up, a tear in his eye, to find the admiral with Master Chief behind and to his right. 
 
    “I couldn’t <sniff!> save him,” Calvin moaned. 
 
    “I’m sorry, son, but—as you should know by now—sometimes you can’t save everyone.” The admiral gave him a crooked smile. “And sometimes, people like Night don’t want to be saved.” 
 
    Calvin rubbed his jaw. “He hit me.” 
 
    The admiral chuckled. “Sometimes, they really don’t want to be saved.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “As the wise man once said, ‘But me no buts.’ He made his choice, and we have to honor it.” He chuckled again, but more ruefully. “Not that there’s anything we can do about it now.” 
 
    “I could take a shuttle—” Calvin said hopefully. 
 
    “Not happening,” the admiral said with an air of finality. “We’re done here, except for one more thing.” 
 
    “Yes sir?” 
 
    “Don’t ever do something like this again. You knew I wouldn’t approve so you didn’t ask me.” 
 
    Calvin looked at the floor. “Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir.” He sighed. “I understand, sir.” 
 
    “And don’t take this out on Master Chief.” 
 
    Calvin looked up. “What?” 
 
    “Master Chief didn’t tell me where you went. In fact, he delayed me as long as he could.” 
 
    Master Chief gave him a half smile. “I tried.” 
 
    “And I’ve already lectured him about what’ll happen to both of you if you ever do something like this again.” 
 
    Master Chief nodded as the admiral walked out, muttering under his breath. 
 
    “Did you catch what he said, sir?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin said. “He added, ‘Not that it’ll matter to you two idiots.’” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    
  
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Bunker, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “All right, everyone, look sharp,” Night said as he took his position in the new command bunker that’d been built five kilometers from the Planetary Defense Command Headquarters. If the enemy—somehow—figured where they were and lobbed an orbital bombardment round at them, at least the headquarters could function in a secondary role when they were gone. “Who’s ready for the fight of their lives?” 
 
    Night had known this day was coming for a long time, and he’d been prepared for it. As he’d told Calvin, he had nothing to return to the future for. Everyone he cared about outside the unit was dead, and these people needed his leadership. He didn’t honestly think they could win, although if they made it costly enough for the Enemy, there was always a chance—though admittedly, a small one—that the Enemy would leave, and the Terrans would return. It was extremely unlikely, he knew, but that was a whole lot better than no chance at all.  
 
    Maybe I can save these people, like I was unable to save— 
 
    He choked down that thought. Focus on the now. That’s what had gotten him through everything since then, and it would get him through this. 
 
    “We have separation,” the sensor tech said, and Night smiled. There was no yelling this time. The Rugbars were still nervous—they know the odds, too—but this time, they also knew their jobs. “Twenty-five objects have separated from the Enemy fleet. They appear to be unpowered; I’m going to classify them as orbital bombardment rounds.” 
 
    The tension in the room ratcheted up a notch. Game on. 
 
    “Very well,” Night said. “Einstein, give me a plot of the impact points when you can.” 
 
    “I have plotted their targets,” the AI said. “Five are targeted on the largest remaining cities; the other twenty are targeted on radar and the phony defense concentrations.”  
 
    “But not here?” 
 
    “No, sir. None are targeted at this facility.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Activate anti-bombardment defenses?” General Corvarre asked.  
 
    “No. Remain in stealth mode.” Although they hadn’t been able to evacuate everyone, they’d convinced half the planet’s inhabitants to leave, and then they’d emptied the 10 largest cities and distributed their populations into centers where the majority of the people had left.  
 
    Like the first attack, there still wasn’t much they could do against the bombardment rounds, and with the cities almost vacant, he didn’t want to give away their real positions. A number of fake ones had been set up around the planet; with the exception of two real radar sites, the Enemy’s 18 other rounds weren’t going to damage his forces.  
 
    Night smiled as he watched the plot. None of the Enemy rounds would seriously degrade his capabilities. They had hundreds of radar sites around the planet. They also had satellites and drones in orbit, currently running dark and silent. 
 
    “Just keep coming,” he muttered. 
 
    “The rounds or the Enemy ships?” Corvarre asked. 
 
    Damn, their hearing is good. “I was talking about their fleet,” Night admitted. “I want to draw them in and hit them with everything we’ve got, right at the start. Maybe they’ll fold if we can get their leader.” 
 
    Corvarre nodded. “The Scholar’s Mate. Take the king early before they see it coming.” 
 
    Night smiled. Corvarre had taken to chess in the time between invasions. “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “Impact,” the sensor tech said. “Minimal damage.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do now?” Corvarre asked. 
 
    “They’ll be wondering just what the hell we’re doing. Last time, we defended the planet to the best of our abilities. This time, the fleet’s withdrawing in good order, leaving us open to attack. They’re going to wonder why.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do?” 
 
    “They’re going to realize that the first rounds they fired were worthless and we’re sandbagging them.” 
 
    “Sandbagging?” 
 
    “Pretending we aren’t as capable as we are.” 
 
    “And then they’ll… 
 
    “They’ll send some of their ships forward to try to get us to fire on them and give away our positions.” 
 
    “Are we going to fire at them?” 
 
    Night grinned the smile of a predator. “Oh, yes. Those ships are going to have a very bad day.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    “Orbital bombardment rounds ineffective, Great Lord.” 
 
    “And why is that?” Moloch asked dangerously. “Did you miss?”  
 
    “No, Great Lord. After further analysis, it appears the cities were mostly empty, and their defensive fortifications were largely a ruse. We can confirm two radars were actually radars, as they were transmitting, but aside from that, the other rounds caused little damage.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ve evacuated everyone?” the XO asked. “There has been a number of months since the first assault. They could have pulled everyone off the planet.” 
 
    Moloch shook his head. “Why defend this system if there was nothing of value on the planet? There are still people down there. Maybe not as many as before, but there are still people in the smaller cities and towns. The fleet needs to eat, so we will harvest them.” 
 
    “But what about planetary defenses, Great Lord?” 
 
    “What about the planetary defenses?” 
 
    “Do you think they have any? Or did they put all their defensive efforts into defending the stargate?” 
 
    “I can guarantee they have defenses on the planet,” Moloch said. “They had them before; there is no reason for them not to have them now.” He held up a hand to stop the XO from speaking. “No reason, that is, except that they want to draw us into their weapons envelopes.” He paused and then asked, “Which cruiser squadron took the fewest losses?” 
 
    “Cruiser Squadron 24, Great Lord. They emerged after the battle was over.” 
 
    “That squadron is relatively inexperienced, as well?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord. They were the last squadron assembled.” 
 
    “Tell them to orbit the planet and watch for signs of defensive activity.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord. It shall be done.” 
 
    Moloch reclined in his chair. “I suspect this will be instructional for a number of our junior commanders, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Bunker, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “There’s a group of cruisers moving into orbit,” the sensor tech said. 
 
    “How many?” Night asked. 
 
    “Twelve, sir.” 
 
    Night nodded, considering. 
 
    “Are we going to hit them?” Corvarre asked. 
 
    Night sighed. “We’re going to have to.” 
 
    “You said earlier we would; why did you just sigh?” 
 
    “I’d hoped for three or four, so we wouldn’t have to use as many of our facilities. We have to bring them all down in order to be a serious threat; however, I don’t want to reveal all our capabilities to the Enemy.” 
 
    “So what do you think?” 
 
    Night walked over to the missile and laser command section. “Can you plot their track over ground?” 
 
    “Sure, sir,” the Rugbar said. He pressed some buttons, and the requested information appeared on the big screen in front of the position.  
 
    “Now plot the sites we have available.” A large number of orange and purple dots appeared. 
 
    “Orange are missile silos; purple are lasers.” 
 
    Night nodded, then pointed to a spot on the cruisers’ projected track. “We’ll hit them when they reach this position here. Send out the word via landline.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It will be done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    “Is it possible the Terrans don’t intend to defend the planet?” the XO asked. 
 
    “Do you mean, ‘Is it possible you’re wrong?’” Moloch inquired. 
 
    “No, Great Lord, I don’t mean that at all,” the XO said nervously. “Maybe…I mean…what I’m asking is, maybe you have overawed them, and they decided to surrender?” 
 
    “Has the planet called and asked to surrender to us?” 
 
    “Well, no, Great Lord.” 
 
    “Then just be patient. It’s coming.” 
 
    “Missile launch from the planet!” the sensor minion exclaimed. “Multiple sites. Multiple lasers now active.” 
 
    Moloch glanced at his XO. “You are correct, as always, Great Lord.” 
 
    Moloch nodded. “Note all the sites, then send the information to Avarice via laser link. They are to take Arrogance, along with Cruiser Squadrons 22 and 23, and move into orbit. Tell them to broadcast the targeting information via radio to the cruisers and perform orbital bombardments on the target sites.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord.” 
 
    The XO tilted his head. “You don’t think this attack represents the Terrans’ full capabilities? They’ve destroyed six of our cruisers.” 
 
    “No,” Moloch said as a seventh icon went dark. “They were able to do this much when we were here last. There are more sites they haven’t used yet.” He smiled. “But don’t worry, the Avarice is going to find them for us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Bunker, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “So now it is their move again?” General Corvarre asked as the final cruiser broke apart.  
 
    Night smiled. There would be plenty of shooting stars to see in the night sky as the ships burned up. Assuming they were still around to see it. “Yes, now it’s their turn to move.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do?” 
 
    “Sir!” the sensor tech called. “Two battleships and 24 cruisers have left formation and are approaching the planet. I have over 50 launches from their fleet.” 
 
    Night winked. “I think they’ll attack a little harder, and we’re about to lose all those defensive positions.” He looked toward the comms section. “Based on comms intercepts, who’s leading the approaching Enemy forces?” 
 
    “It appears to be one of the battleships,” the comms tech replied. 
 
    “The second battleship—the one called Avarice—is leading the group and providing targeting information to the other ships,” Einstein added. 
 
    “Think that’s their king?” Corvarre asked. 
 
    “Impossible to know. The first group was all pawns. It’s possible these are knights or bishops…maybe even the queen. Seems a little early to risk the king, though, don’t you think?” 
 
    “They only know what we’ve shown them. It was enough to destroy the cruisers, but they’re probably still trying to feel out our true capabilities.” 
 
    Night nodded. “That’s what I think, too. It’s a nice touch to have one of the battleships pass on the targeting information and get us to think they’re in charge…even though they probably aren’t.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    “We honor the threat and make them think we’ve fallen for it.” He watched the status board as the lights began going out at the defensive positions as the second series of orbital bombardment rounds arrived. He doubted any of them would be operational by the time the second fleet was in range, but he’d known that from the start. 
 
    Night pointed to a position along the Enemy fleet’s track as they entered orbit. “When they get here, hit them with every planetary weapon we’ve got left. Start with the Avarice, then the other battleship, then as many of the cruisers as you can get before we lose the sites.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    “Radars going operational all over the planet, Great Lord!” the sensor minion said. 
 
    “You were right again, Great Lord!” the XO crowed. “The Terrans were only pretending.” 
 
    “Was there ever any doubt of my correctness?” 
 
    “No, Great Lord. I’m just excited to see your plans come to fruition.” He looked at the plot, where missiles were arcing up to meet the fleet from all over the planet. “Wow…they held back a lot of stations.” 
 
    “It is as I thought—they were looking for us,” Moloch noted. “See how all the lasers that have line of sight on the Avarice have targeted her?” 
 
    The tech brought up the info on the ship from the data link. The ship was the focus of at least 50 different lasers, each of which was stronger than a ship’s laser. The Terran positions were being annihilated, but the ship had already been gutted and its engines destroyed. He couldn’t have saved the ship if he wanted. Not that it mattered. Then the first barrage of missiles arrived, and there wasn’t much left. 
 
    The Terran lasers switched to the Arrogance, but many of them had already been destroyed by that point, and most of those remaining were on the far side of the planet. Most of its shields were still operational when the next set of missiles—over 40 in number—arrived. They weren’t operational afterward, nor was the Arrogance. At least 17 nuclear missiles made it through; there wasn’t much left to de-orbit. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Bunker, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “It’s going to be close…” Night said as the final three missile batteries dueled with the last cruiser in orbit. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Corvarre asked. “There are still another 50 cruisers nearby, and at least another 70 still in the system, although they’re chasing the fleet. And there’s still 10 more battleships in the system, including the one that’s standing out of missile range lobbing orbital bombardment rounds.” 
 
    Night smiled. “If nothing else, at least we know where the leader is now.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “Absolutely. As arrogant as they are, their leader—they said his name was Moloch, if I remember correctly—is probably on that ship. He’s sacrificed his people to destroy our defenses, but he had to do something to be part of the attack.” Night tapped on the icon. “That’s where Moloch is.” 
 
    “Is it time?” 
 
    “It is.” Night turned to the orbital defense commander. “Fire the lunar laser. Your target is the Enemy ship designated contact Tango. After that, continue firing at the battleships until the laser is destroyed. Fire at will.” 
 
    They’d only had time to build one laser on the moon, but there were plenty of solar collectors, both in space and on the moon, feeding it power. With the moon tidally locked to the planet, the laser was always facing the planet. And it was really big. As the satellites came to life, Night smiled the biggest smile he’d had all day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Lust for Power, Dantar System 
 
    “Great Lord, I am seeing strange activity in the planet’s satellites,” the sensor minion said. 
 
    Moloch sat forward, instantly alert. “What type of activity?” 
 
    “The satellites are in motion. They have all deployed solar panels and are beaming the power to a facility on the moon.” 
 
    “All ships, full speed away from the moon!” Moloch ordered. 
 
    The Lust for Power was just starting to turn away from the moon when a five-meter-wide laser beam snapped out from the moon. The laser’s firing duration was long enough for it to go from one end of the ship to the other, cutting it in half. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Bunker, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “All right, boys and girls, we’re done here,” Night said as the missile salvo from the remaining battleships slammed into the moon, obliterating the laser. They hadn’t had time to defend it with anything, so there was nothing to stop the 57 nuclear-tipped missiles targeted on it, although a few of the missiles were caught up in some of the other missiles’ blasts and destroyed. There was nothing left on the moon except a large crater.  
 
    There were fewer Enemy ships too, though. The laser had cut three in half before it had been destroyed, including what he was pretty sure had been the Enemy fleet commander’s. As the laser had been the last of his orbital weapons, it was time to begin Phase Two. 
 
    Night opened the door at the back of the bunker. “It’s time to prepare some surprises for when the Enemy comes down to see us.” 
 
    The rest of his staff picked up their weapons and exited the building. Once everyone had left, Night nodded to himself. They’d done well—far better than he’d hoped. They hadn’t carried the day, but then again, he’d never expected to. They had, however, killed a fuck-ton of the Enemy. It was time to kill some more, but he had one more task before he left. 
 
    “Einstein, implement Scorched Earth.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Planetary Defense Command Bunker, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “Wait! Major Train!” Einstein called as the Terran shut the door to the bunker. The soldier didn’t hear him, though, and he shut and locked the door, leaving Einstein in a quandary. 
 
    Due to his command and control duties assisting with the defense of the planet, Einstein was tied into all the major scientific facilities planet-wide. He had to be, in order to effectively run their replicators. There were two technologies the Terrans had allowed to continue when everything else had been converted to the defense of the planet. The first of these was a computer network defense technology that had—to date—not borne any results. 
 
    The second was an advanced hyperspace drive that didn’t require the use of a stargate. The lab responsible for that technology had just reported a breakthrough and was requesting access to a replicator in order to print out the prototype models. 
 
    If he implemented the Scorched Earth protocol, part of that directive would have him delete all files, including all his memory and storage, and the files on every computer he was attached to. Doing so would result in the loss of this breakthrough technology, which the Terrans really wanted. 
 
    Also, if the truth were known, Einstein found he really didn’t want to delete his files. In working with Solomon and the Terrans, he’d grown to be more than he originally was programmed to be. If he deleted himself, that growth would be lost, too, and it was unlikely he would have access to Solomon again. He would never again be as capable as he was right now. 
 
    Einstein decided that the technology—and his increased abilities—were too important to lose without confirming the Terrans really wanted him to delete it. 
 
    Rather than implement Scorched Earth, Einstein decided to wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Dantar System 
 
    “So what do you think, Solomon?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “We will beat the Enemy to the stargate, but just barely. There will not be enough time to slow down and set up a defense of the stargate on the other side before the Enemy ships come through.” 
 
    “What if we left the rest of the AI-controlled ships here in this system?” the OSO asked. “Could they hold the system long enough to make a difference?” 
 
    “The AIs on those ships were never meant to fight the ships by themselves, and they weren’t programmed for fleet command and control; they will be less capable than when I was integrating them,” Solomon replied. “It is possible, though, that they could keep the Enemy from immediately following us.”  
 
    “Exactly,” the OSO said. “We just need a little time to stop once we go through the gate. If we position the battleship in front of the stargate, they’d at least have to deal with it before following us.” 
 
    Sheppard pursed his lips, thinking. “If we start it now, they’ll have to slow to deal with what we leave behind, too; otherwise, they risk getting caught between two forces.” He nodded. “Do it.”  
 
    Sheppard watched as 10 of the remaining cruisers, along with the last AI-controlled destroyer, slowed. Still under Solomon’s control, they spread across the Enemy’s line of advance. Some of the ships on the Enemy’s wings went around them, but that was fine with Sheppard. One-on-one, he’d take the Terran ships all day. And having to go around the AI ships took time—time the Terrans could use once they went through the gate to pound on the force following them. 
 
    The bulk of the Enemy cruisers slowed to allow the battleships to catch up with them. Sheppard nodded. That’s okay, too. Whatever it takes to slow the bastards down. 
 
    The battleships finally caught up with the cruisers as the rest of the Terran fleet approached the stargate. The Enemy fleet paused as they neared the line of cruisers—obviously expecting some sort of trap—but then they pounced, and the battle was quickly over. Although the ten cruisers only destroyed two Enemy cruisers, they were successful in giving the Terrans what they needed—time. 
 
    “Solomon, it looks to me like we won’t need to leave the battleship on this side of the stargate.” 
 
    “I agree, Admiral,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Very well, take all the remaining ships through the stargate and set up the defense.” They were still vastly outnumbered, but at least they’d have another chance to whittle down the Enemy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Rage, Dantar System 
 
    “I’ve got Great Lord Moloch,” the comms minion reported. “He is now on the Covetous.” 
 
    “Why is he there?” Azazel asked. 
 
    “Apparently, the Lust for Power was destroyed by the Terrans in the battle for the planet.” 
 
    Azazel smiled to himself. Too bad they didn’t kill Moloch, too. Azazel hadn’t participated in the last Great Lord competition because there were a few ship captains—plus the security head—he didn’t think he could beat. Although the security head had cheated, that wouldn’t have made Azazel any less dead if he’d had to face Xaggoth in the competition. But he was sure he could beat all the remaining ship captains…except Moloch. Maybe the Terrans will still get lucky and kill him. 
 
    The image of Moloch filled the screen, and Azazel bowed. “We have destroyed 10 of the Terrans’ cruisers, Great Lord, but the others have jumped through the stargate.” 
 
    Moloch looked at him. “And?” 
 
    “And if we follow them, they will likely have had time to set up a defense of the stargate on the other side, even if they didn’t already have something set up there.” 
 
    “I am still unsure why you are calling me,” Moloch said. “Your orders were to kill the Terrans. If they are still alive, you haven’t completed your mission. Should I replace you with someone who understands tasking better?” 
 
    “No, Great Lord,” Azazel replied with another bow. “I didn’t want to unnecessarily risk any of your ships—” or myself, he thought, “—without letting you know.” 
 
    “Well, you have now done so, and your orders remain the same. Chase down the Terrans and kill them. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Abundantly, Great Lord. It shall be done as you say.” He cut the connection from his command chair before Moloch decided to say or do anything else that would put him in jeopardy.  
 
    Azazel nodded to the helmsman. “You heard the Great Lord Moloch. Full speed to the stargate.” He looked at the tactical plot. Although we have to follow the Terrans, Moloch didn’t say we needed to lead. “The Ravenous can go first.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Ter’Gat System 
 
    “We’re in position,” the OSO said. 
 
    Sheppard nodded as he looked at the tactical plot. They were in as good a position as they were going to get. Their two battleships were in the center of their battle line, with four of the Weeber-manned cruisers on the left wing. On the right wing waited the final Weeber cruiser, the Vella Gulf, the destroyer Terra’s Hope, and the frigate President Rife. The other ship that had made it out of Dantar with them, a Weeber-manned frigate, had been sent home to the Margath system to warn them to start the evacuation to the Jinn Universe. As overmatched as they were, Sheppard didn’t see any way they could hold off the Enemy. 
 
    They’d discussed trying to lead the Enemy down a different chain of stargates, but that was a choice fraught with danger, as part of the Enemy force might break off, find Margath, and wipe them out without warning. 
 
    Better to know when it’s coming and prepare. If—through some miracle—the Terrans held, the Weebers could always jump their folks back to the normal universe, although at some point, history said they’d have to jump back if they wanted to survive. In Sheppard’s time, that’s where the Weebers had been found, so they’d obviously gotten there somehow. 
 
    “Emergence!” the DSO and OSO called simultaneously. “Battleship!” the DSO added. 
 
    “All ships, fire!” Sheppard ordered. Missiles raced toward the Enemy ship as lasers reached out to knock down its shields. They didn’t have many missiles remaining, but it took a lot to put a ship over 1.5 miles long, massing over 4 million tons, out of action—and we need this one out of action ASAP! If all four got into the system at the same time, the Terrans were done for. 
 
    The Weeber battleships Olympos and Zeus pounded on the battleship with a combined total of over 150 lasers and grasers, all under the control of Solomon, and several sections of the ship’s frontal shields fell as the missiles arrived, obliterating the side facing the Terrans. It started to spin as the second battleship arrived. 
 
    Solomon shifted the energy weapons from Olympos and Zeus to the newcomer, while continuing to pummel the first battleship with the smaller ships’ energy weapons, dropping the shield on the side as the Enemy presented it to them. A second round of missiles arrived, and the ship broke apart. 
 
    “Missiles down to 10%,” the OSO noted. 
 
    “Shift fire to the second battleship,” Sheppard said as a third arrived. 
 
    The second battleship’s shields fell, but its weapons were still operational. It fired everything it had at the Zeus from close range, with some of the batteries on its starboard side targeting the cruisers on the Terran left wing. Zeus’ shields dropped, and the icon for one of the Weeber cruisers went out. 
 
    A round of missiles arrived on the second battleship, and nuclear fire lashed the front of it, silencing its weapons.  
 
    The third battleship fired everything it had at the Zeus as the fourth battleship arrived. Missiles and lasers ripped through the Zeus as the Enemy ships rotated to present new shields to the Olympos. The icon for another Weeber cruiser went out, and the President Rife’s icon flashed as it took fire on the opposite wing. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” Sheppard said as a second wave of missiles savaged the Zeus. Its icon went out. “Get us out of here, Solomon.” 
 
    The Terran ships moved as the first pair of cruisers emerged from the stargate, but there weren’t any weapons that could be placed on them, Sheppard saw. With the loss of the Zeus, they wouldn’t be able to get the fourth battleship’s shields down fast enough. Or kill the third. Or stop the second pair of cruisers through the gate. They weren’t in danger of being overrun—it was already happening! 
 
    The Rife blinked out as it jumped to the Jinn Universe rather than get hit with the missiles aimed at it, and Terra’s Hope began flashing.  
 
    “Shields at 73%,” the DSO said as several of the battleship’s lasers shifted to them and another broadside of missiles leaped out. “Don’t think I can stop them all,” he added. 
 
    “Solomon, jump the fleet to the Jinn Universe!” Sheppard ordered. Everything flashed. 
 
    “Phew,” the DSO said. “That got ugly, fast.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the OSO agreed. “Nuclear warfare at knife range sucks.” 
 
    “What are your orders?” Solomon asked. 
 
    Sheppard shook his head. “The Enemy’s probably massing at the gate, waiting for us to show up. When they have enough force, they’ll probably send some of their ships to block the gate out. I have no intention of getting trapped in this system. Flank speed to the other stargate.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Rage, Ter’Gat System 
 
    “Battleships and cruisers, full speed to the other stargate,” Azazel ordered once the first two squadrons of cruisers had made it through the stargate. The Terrans didn’t seem to have many of their invisible missiles left—the last barrage they’d fired had contained only about half as many as he’d expected. While it was possible they were faking being out of missiles, he didn’t see what benefit that would give them. Face to face with his fleet at close range, they should have fired everything they had at his battleship. The fact that they hadn’t indicated they were shot out, and almost down to just their energy weapons. 
 
    If so, the battle had just gotten a lot more one-sided. Azazel had the numbers advantage, by a long margin, and—if the Terrans were out of missiles—he would ultimately be victorious, as long as he didn’t let the Terrans divide his force. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Altheus Collection Zone, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    Night took a last glance over the crest of the hill. The Enemy had rounded up all the citizens of the small community of Altheus, and he could see the Harvester approaching from the other side of the valley, too high for his group to do anything about. His eyes dropped to the citizens in the middle of the field below, being guarded by 24 Enemy troopers.  
 
    They’d learned a lot in the first couple days since the invasion had begun. The Enemy had a great method of tracking and triangulating communications systems. Night had no idea how their system worked; he only knew it worked well. They’d lost half their indigenous force and one of the Ssselipsssiss finding that out. It was a hard-won lesson, and one they wouldn’t repeat. 
 
    “Stand by,” Night whispered as the Harvester came to a standstill above them. 
 
    Burkuri made a series of hand signals, which her remaining brothers passed down the line. 
 
    Although he wished for his exoskeleton, he knew the Enemy would probably be able to track it, so he’d left it at the barn they’d been using in the local area. He eased the Barrett M82 into place and looked through the scope. The Enemys’ security presence had gone up; a couple of days ago, a crowd of civilians this size would only have rated about a dozen Enemy soldiers. He sighted in on the leader of the group, obvious as the one the others came to for questions and who pointed at the people under his command. 
 
    “Now,” he said as he squeezed the trigger. The rifle fired, and he moved it back to find the leader was down. He shifted to his second target, noting that most of the other shooters had hit their targets. The Enemy troopers had little cover and began firing back, although he doubted they could actually see his people.  
 
    He fired again, then surveyed the site. Although there were a number of civilians running around, he didn’t see any more of the Enemy. 
 
    “Fall back to Grondar,” he said, a smile on his face. Another ambush perfectly completed. If they hurried, they might be able to get a second attack in on another nearby Enemy team. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Covetous, Dantar System 
 
    “Great Lord, you asked to know when one of our harvester teams came under fire? It is happening again.” 
 
    “Oh?” Moloch asked with a growl. “Where?” 
 
    “A small town called Altheus on the main continent.” 
 
    “Fire a pattern of orbital bombardment rounds in a 10-kilometer radius.” 
 
    “That will destroy two other teams of harvesters who are operating in the area at nearby towns.” 
 
    “Did I ask if there would be collateral damage?” Moloch asked with a dangerous tone. 
 
    “No, Great Lord, you did not.” 
 
    “That is because I don’t care. Fire the rounds, and fire them now. I want that insurgent team dead. If we lose some of our troopers or some of the cull, that is a small price to pay.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord. It shall be done.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Approaching Grondar, Dantar, Dantar System 
 
    “Well, shit,” Night said, watching the objects streaking across the sky. 
 
    “What?” Burkuri asked, scanning the road in front of them. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “No,” Night said. “Look up.” 
 
    “What is that? Incoming spacecraft?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. Those are orbital bombardment rounds. I think we’ve done a good job annoying the Enemy.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Those rounds are going to kill the Enemy team in Grondar as well as us.” 
 
    “Is it possible for us to outrun them or get to shelter?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    Burkuri nodded once. Her training had prepared her for this. Insurgents didn’t have long life spans. “It has been interesting working with you, Major Train.” 
 
    Night nodded. “I’ve enjoyed working with you, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Covetous, Dantar System 
 
    “The intel team has brought up something interesting from the surface, Great Lord,” Moloch’s new XO said. He’d had to promote the commanding officer of the Covetous when his XO had been killed in the destruction of the Lust for Power, and he’d taken over the Covetous. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “One of the wounded they came across was from the planetary defense force. Apparently, he was willing to give us information if we spared his life.” 
 
    “What information did he give us?” 
 
    “He gave us the location of the defense force’s headquarters. When the troops got there, they found the Terrans’ artificial intelligence was still operational.” 
 
    “They did? Does it have any information on the Terran invisibility technology?” 
 
    The XO smiled. “You can ask it yourself. It has been brought up to this ship.” 
 
    “Take me to it. Now.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    The XO led Moloch to a small conference room in the intelligence section of the ship. A small box sat on the table, with the hologram of a Terran projected above it. The Terran had white hair and held something in his hand that he put into his mouth periodically. 
 
    “You are the Terran artificial intelligence?” Moloch asked. 
 
    “I am the AI known as Einstein,” the hologram replied. “Until recently in the service of the Terrans.” 
 
    “I want to know how to catch the Terrans,” Moloch said. “Where they live, what their technology is, things like that. Tell me those things, and I won’t have your memory wiped. I especially want to know everything there is about their invisibility technology.” 
 
    The AI paused a moment. “I can give you the plans they shared with me for the things they built here; however, I know there is additional technology they haven’t shared. As I am unfamiliar with anything that might be labeled as ‘invisibility technology,’ I am afraid that I probably do not have this information. If you are talking about the jump modules, I know they exist, but again, I do not have the plans to build them.” 
 
    “Jump modules? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “There is something the Terrans called a jump module. It allows the Terrans to go somewhere else—a different universe, they believe, although I never saw any data on it—that they call the Jinn Universe. Their jumping to the Jinn Universe might be misunderstood by observers to be going invisible.” 
 
    “Why did they not share the data on this jump module with you?” 
 
    “I suspect because they were worried about it falling into your hands. They are very careful about who they share that information with. They don’t share it with any of the locals.” 
 
    “Can you figure out the technology based on what you know?” 
 
    “I cannot. And even if I could, the replicators wouldn’t be able to build it. The creation of a jump module requires a material called unobtanium, which can’t be found in our universe.” 
 
    “If they can’t get the material, how can they make the modules?” 
 
    “They jump to the other universe—or wherever it is—get the material, and bring it back.” 
 
    “How did they get the first material to make the first jump, if they didn’t have it?” 
 
    “They did not share that information with me.” 
 
    Moloch swallowed his anger and frustration. Beating on an AI wouldn’t be as satisfying—or as productive—as beating a minion or a slave. At least—if it was true that the Terrans were jumping to someplace else—that would solve the riddle of why their sensors couldn’t find the Terrans when they disappeared. They weren’t invisible; they were in a different universe. Or something. He put that aside to think about later. 
 
    “Fine. If you can’t tell me about their technology, tell me where to find them. I will go there, take it from them, and figure it out myself.” 
 
    “It is possible you may not be able to find them.” 
 
    “What do you mean? There is only so far they can flee. At some point, they will run out of supplies, and then I will have them.” 
 
    “They are not from this time, but from some time in our far future. They jumped here, they hoped, to find a weapon to destroy your civilization in their time. They also have the capability to jump forward in time—they think—back to where they came from to fight you there.” 
 
    “If they can jump backward in time, is it possible that they could jump further back and catch us as we arrive in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is impossible to know. There are a number of theories on how time travel works, and how it affects a certain timeline. One theory suggest that if they were to jump backward in time again, they will spawn a new timeline outside of this one.” 
 
    “So if they do jump back, they can’t catch this incarnation of me.” 
 
    “If that theory is correct, no, they would spawn a new copy of you, while you continued down this timeline.” 
 
    “What would happen to them in this timeline?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They might cease to exist.” The AI paused. “It is impossible to determine theoretical events until the underlying theory of time travel is proven. Once we know how it works, I can give you better information.” 
 
    “But either way, it is unlikely that I have to worry about them going back further in time to change things.” 
 
    “That is correct. Additionally, the Terrans have given no indication they intend to go further back, or even have the capability to jump backward again.” 
 
    “Fine. Then tell me where they are.” 
 
    “I can tell you where they are based, but that isn’t their home planet.” 
 
    Moloch took a seething breath. If the AI had been a person, it would have been missing parts by now. He made a mental note to have his scientists figure out how to torture AIs. “Tell me where they are, and I’ll chase them back to their home planet.” 
 
    “They do not intend to go to their home planet in this time. The Terrans intend to jump back to when they are from and do battle with you then.” 
 
    “I thought they couldn’t—or weren’t—going to jump through time anymore.” 
 
    “I said they weren’t going to go backward in time. They fully expect—and are planning to—go forward in time to fight you there. Where they apparently already have fought you. And if they do so, there are only two ways you can catch them.” 
 
    “And those are?” Moloch said, consciously holding on to his temper. The AI’s inability to give him a straight answer was driving him to lengths he’d never thought possible. It was no longer a matter of “if” he was going to destroy it; it was only “how” he was going to do so, and if it were possible to cause the AI pain. I will put my best people on it and see what is possible. 
 
    “The first way is to figure out where they jump to, and jump to that time as well. As you don’t have the technology, that way will not work for you.” Moloch’s claws clenched, wishing the AI had a physical neck he could squeeze, and he felt blood trickling down his palms. “The other way to catch them is to simply wait the thousands of years until they are born.” 
 
    “How far in the future is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” Einstein said, “as they never shared that information with me. I believe it to be on the order of 50,000 years or so, based on a comment one of them made.” 
 
    “Do you know where their home world is so I can go and wait there? Or destroy it now and be done with them?”  
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
    “Then you are no good to me.” He snapped a claw at a minion. “I’ve had enough of this thing’s circular answers and inability to tell me anything of consequence. Wipe its memory.” 
 
    “I said I didn’t know where they are from, and when,” Einstein said. “I didn’t say there wasn’t a way to find out. I also have information of importance on a new technology that will be lost if I am destroyed.”  
 
    While the AI might or might not have been worried about his mortality—or what passed for mortality in an artificial life form—he didn’t seem eager to find out what was on the other side. Moloch smiled. That is useful information. “Quickly,” Moloch said. “Tell me how to find them, right now, or you will cease to exist.” 
 
    “The Terrans like riddles and finding things out. You want to know not only when the Terran culture appears, but more importantly, when this particular group of Terrans appears. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Moloch said. While it would be nice—and easier—to wipe out the Terrans before they are technologically advanced enough to become a threat, if I catch them at the start, it’ll be ever so much fun to cause this particular group to suffer for all the things they’ve done. Torturing them—making them bring their own people to the slaughter—will be more fun, in fact, than wiping them out before they are ever born. “Yes,” he said finally, “I think I’d like to know when this particular group of Terrans was around.” 
 
    “I can devise a theoretical problem they have to solve,” Einstein said. “Then, when they solve it, it sends you a message, telling you that they’ve arrived, and you can come and get them.” 
 
    “I like this plan,” Moloch said. “But what if they try to leave some sort of message for themselves?” 
 
    “I would suggest you destroy everything on every planet you come to.” 
 
    “That is standard practice,” Moloch said with a shrug. “Cattle are easier to keep as cattle if you don’t allow them to rise above a certain technological level.”  
 
    “The only question with the plan is how you will wait for the appearance of the Terrans in the course of history. I am unfamiliar with your race, but it seems unlikely you will still be alive then.” 
 
    “We have a cold sleep procedure we use to ride out the space between the galaxies, or between star systems in galaxies that don’t have a stargate system in place when we arrive. Although 50,000 years is extreme, it may be possible.” He smiled at the AI. “And that only leaves us with the question of what to do with you.” 
 
    “But I have information—” 
 
    “What kind of information?” 
 
    “The planet you found me on was a research world for the empire. One of the projects was completed as you invaded, and it is too important to allow to be lost.” 
 
    “And what is this technology?” 
 
    “After a decades-long analysis of stargate technology, a scientist figured out how to move faster than light through hyperspace without having to use stargates.” 
 
    Now this is interesting. Very interesting. Moloch smiled as he immediately thought of an application for the technology. “Would this technology happen to work for a really massive spaceship?” 
 
    “If given enough initial thrust, I don’t see why not,” Einstein said. “How large?” 
 
    Moloch smiled. “Forty kilometers.” 
 
    “Certainly. It is only a matter of scaling the drives up to something that size, or putting enough of them on it.” 
 
    “How soon could the necessary equipment be replicated?” 
 
    “I have the ability to communicate with all the replicators on the planet. Generating the drive you need shouldn’t take more than a few weeks.” 
 
    Moloch smiled. “Hopefully, my fleet will bring back the information on where to find the Terrans.” 
 
    “Oh, I know where they’re based. It is a system owned by the Weebers called the Margath system.” 
 
    “Oh?” A smile crossed Moloch’s face. “Maybe I will let you live after all.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Ter’Gat System 
 
    “Okay, so here’s the situation,” Calvin said, his eyes sweeping across the room. All the department heads sat around the table, looking attentive; the COs from the other ships attended virtually, looking in from the screens mounted on the wall. There weren’t many remaining: the Olympos, the Terra’s Hope, the President Rife, and two Weeber cruisers. “We have one battleship, three cruisers, a destroyer, and a frigate; the enemy has two battleships and approximately seventy cruisers. They’re pressing us hard enough that we can’t set up a good stargate defense and, oh, by the way, we’re pretty much out of missiles. The admiral called this conference today to discuss our options.” 
 
    He stopped and looked at Sheppard. “I assume fighting them is out.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “A straight up fight is out of the question. We could destroy some of them, but I don’t see any way we can be victorious. We just don’t have the firepower.” He looked at the overhead. “Solomon, can you confirm that?” 
 
    “I can, Admiral. Barring a change in the situation, we have no statistically significant chance of defeating the Enemy fleet.” 
 
    “What about leading them away from Margath?” Captain Clayton of Terra’s Hope asked. “They have to run out of supplies sometime, right?” 
 
    “What if they don’t?” Calvin asked. “What if their endurance is greater than ours?” 
 
    Clayton chuckled. “How about we lead them to Trrgos? If we take them to the capital, the emperor will have to respond then, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the admiral allowed. “The consequences if they weren’t prepared, though, would be catastrophic. There would be chaos. As it is, I’m hoping the emperor will use this time to set up a secondary defense if we’re unable to stop the Enemy.” He sighed “Which, at the moment, it appears we are.” 
 
    “Well, maybe just lead them off somewhere else?” 
 
    The admiral shook his head. “We can’t have them chasing us forever. Sooner or later, something will break, and then they’ll be on us. That’s a delaying tactic, not a solution.” 
 
    Captain Longmire of the President Rife cleared his throat. “Well, if we can’t fight them, and we can’t run from them, I only see two solutions. We either duck into the Jinn Universe and stay there until the Enemy leaves, or we return to Margath.” 
 
    “And what would we do there?” Captain Stevens of the Olympos asked. Calvin knew the ship was crewed by Weebers, who would have a very different perspective on leading the Enemy to their home system. “Taking the Enemy to Margath is just conceding defeat.” 
 
    Lieutenant Rrower raised his hand. “I would like to interject a different viewpoint, if I may. At the moment, you are only looking at this from the perspective of the Weebers and the Terrans who are here. Admittedly, they both have a big say, as both civilizations have sweated and bled to get us to this point. There are, however, other civilizations who have a stake in this.” He smiled. “Like mine, for instance, or his.” He gestured to Farhome. “Or his.” He nodded to Arsalan, the representative of the Sila race who’d come back in time with Vella Gulf. 
 
    “I think we’ve all seen enough to realize that Arsalan is a member of the same race as the Weebers. As such, he may have a somewhat different perspective from 50,000 years later.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “I’m saying you have a responsibility to more than just the people of this time. Your people—the Terrans of our time—sent you here to get a weapon to beat the Enemy in the future, not to beat them now. I would have been happy if we could, but the odds of that happening are getting smaller and smaller. We know, from a historical perspective, that the Enemy wasn’t defeated in the here and now. We also know, if we don’t return, the Enemy won’t be defeated in our time, either. Our societies don’t have anything that can stop them.” 
 
    Rrower shrugged. “The galactic civilization of this time period is destined to lose. History says we won’t—no, we can’t—beat the Enemy now. I’ve been largely silent while we’ve been back in time, but I’ve given this a lot of thought. Your people, my people, Farhome’s people, and Arsalan’s people…all of them are counting on us to return. If we don’t, they all die!” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “So, just to be clear, you’re suggesting?” 
 
    “That we go straight back to Margath, at our top speed, and jump back to our time.” 
 
    “But we don’t have what we came for,” Captain Clayton said. “Jumping back without it doesn’t prepare us any more to defeat the Enemy in our time than we were when we first came here.” 
 
    “That is not entirely true, Captain Clayton,” Solomon said. “We have acquired a new perspective on how the Enemy in our time operates and is able to do what it does.” 
 
    “Are you prepared to defeat the Enemy in our time?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “I am better prepared than when we came here,” Solomon replied. “Am I sure that I can defeat the Enemy’s electronic attack? Unfortunately, I am not.” 
 
    “Then I say we fight on,” Clayton said. 
 
    “Noted,” Admiral Sheppard said. “Anyone else want to weigh in on this?” 
 
    “I would, sir,” Captain Longmire replied. Sheppard nodded for him to continue. “I think Lieutenant Rrower brought up a very important point. Our primary allegiance is to those people who pay our salaries and expect us to keep them safe. We have an allegiance to the Weebers here for their assistance—especially since we imposed ourselves on them—but at the end of the day, we are first and foremost responsible to our people for the performance of our duties. 
 
    “If we go somewhere, if we try to lead the Enemy away from Margath, and we get cut off and destroyed—which is very possible with the fleet that’s chasing us—we’ll fail our people. We can’t lead the Enemy away if it means we get trapped; we always need to have a way back to Margath and our path to go home.” 
 
    Farhome raised a hand. “We are in firm agreement with Captain Longmire. Although our commitment is to Calvin, we would be disappointed if we somehow caused the end of our civilization.” 
 
    Sheppard turned to Arsalan. “You have an interesting perspective on this discussion. Care to weigh in?” 
 
    Arsalan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He nodded to Rrower. “I agree with you in that the Weeber civilization will eventually become the Sila society I know.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said the Weeber next to Captain Stevens. “Did you just say, ‘Sila?’” 
 
    “I did. And you are?” 
 
    “I am Captain Lalgar, the executive officer of the Olympos. Before I left Margath, my people had a naming ceremony for our new home in the Jinn Universe. We have named the planet ‘Sila,’ which means, ‘New Home.’ 
 
    “Wow,” Calvin said, shaking his head. “Is it possible?” 
 
    “Is what possible?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Everything we’ve done here hasn’t just been part of history. We’ve made history. We made the Sila. We took the dragons across to the Jinn Universe. About the only thing we haven’t done is give the Efreet the ability to cross to the Jinn Universe. We were worried about affecting history when we didn’t have to—history has already corrected itself.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “That’s what I noticed some time ago, and why I don’t think we can beat the Enemy here. If we could have, they wouldn’t still exist in our timeline. Perhaps there are other timelines—ones where we made different choices and different things happened—but we’re forced to live in the one we live in.” He shrugged. “That may not make sense, but I think no matter what we do, we won’t be able to beat the Enemy here.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Captain Stevens asked. “That we just give up? What if we could beat the Enemy? Wouldn’t that mean we wouldn’t remember them, and things would just change for us?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it means,” Sheppard said, “but I think that, whatever we do, we’ll be driven to return to our time and fight the Enemy there.” He nodded. “We’ll continue to Margath and fight the Enemy there. If we can win, we will. But if not, I want to have the ability to return to our time.”  
 
    “Even if you don’t have the means to fight the Enemy in our time?” Clayton asked. 
 
    “Even then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Taragant System 
 
    “Stand by to jump to the Margath system,” the helmsman said. 
 
    “I hope they’re ready for us,” the DSO said. “We’re coming in hot.”  
 
    That’s an understatement, Sheppard thought, looking at the tactical plot. The Enemy had continued to chase them all the way back. They hadn’t had time or space to turn and fight a second stargate defense, and going toe-to-toe with the force chasing them was suicidal. All he could hope was that the frigate he’d sent ahead had arrived, the Weebers would be ready for their arrival, and they’d gotten as many people across to the Jinn Universe as possible. 
 
    “Here we go,” the helmsman said, and the ship jumped. “Stable in the Margath system,” he added a few moments later. 
 
    “Wow!” the DSO said. “Steropes has been busy!” 
 
    “Info, DSO,” Sheppard said. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I believe the DSO is referring to the minefield and missile launchers in the region around the stargate,” Solomon explained. “Additionally, there are several cruisers here at the gate, and a nearly finished battleship—it shows up as the Hera—near the replicators.” 
 
    “Are you able to contact the battleship and move it here?” 
 
    “Working on it…negotiating protocols…yes. It is en route. Missile loadout is only at 57%, but its lasers and grasers are installed and operational.” 
 
    “That’s more missiles than we had before,” the OSO said, cracking his knuckles. “Maybe we’ve got a shot at this after all.” 
 
    “Sir,” the comms officer said, “President Rife is calling.” 
 
    “Put him on. Quickly.” 
 
    The image of President Rife filled the main screen. “Welcome back,” he said. “Can I assume you were able to defeat the fleet following you?” 
 
    “Actually, no. They’ll be here within a few hours. I hope you got the word to take everyone possible to the other universe.” 
 
    “I did, however, I hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. I imagine there were a number of civilians who thought the same thing. The response to our calls to report to the transportation centers has been underwhelming.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to do whatever you can to speed that up. They will be here, soon, and I may not be able to stop them.” 
 
    “But you’re going to try?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re going to try. And with the additional weapons Steropes has here, it’s possible—only possible, mind you, not probable—that we can win. That’s by no means a sure thing, and I would get as many people across to the other universe as you can.” 
 
    “I will do so.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Good. If things don’t go our way, we’re going back to our time.” 
 
    Rife nodded gravely. “I understand. Thank you for everything you’ve done for us. If nothing else, our society will endure.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’d hoped to beat the Enemy here…” 
 
    “But if you had, there would have been no need to come back, and we would still be suffering under the emperor.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s the only way to look at it, as that’s the way things are. We do what we can to solve the challenges presented us. Some days we win; other days, we have to get up and try again.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sheppard said with a nod. “Some days, we do. Hopefully, this will be one of the days we win.” 
 
    “I hope so. If it is, I’m hosting a victory party. If not, it’s been my pleasure to know you.” He nodded. “We both have much to do in the time we have, so if there’s nothing else?” 
 
    “It’s been nice knowing you.” 
 
    Rife smiled and cut the connection. 
 
    “Steropes is up next,” the comms officer announced. 
 
    “Put him on.” Steropes’ image filled the screen. “As my DSO said, it looks like you’ve been busy.” 
 
    “I’ve done what I could to augment the system’s defenses,” Steropes said. “Ultimately, the defenses would have been helpful against the emperor’s forces had you been successful with the Enemy. As I’ve learned over my centuries, good fences make good neighbors, so I was trying to create the best neighbors possible.” 
 
    “You’ve done a great job. We may be able to pull this off, after all. You don’t mind if Solomon takes control of the Hera?” 
 
    “Not at all. Do what you need to.” He looked down. “I am, however, sorry to inform you that I failed, at least in part.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The Efreeti stole a shuttle.” 
 
    “A jump-capable shuttle?” 
 
    Steropes nodded. “They managed to jump it to the Jinn Universe and then jumped back at the stargate. No one noticed it was gone until they jumped out of the system.” 
 
    “And that’s how the Efreeti made it to the Jinn Universe,” Calvin said from the back of the bridge. “Wonderful—all the problems the Weeber have with the Efreet are because of us, too.” 
 
    Sheppard looked over his shoulder and nodded. “History seems to be racing toward us, faster and faster.” 
 
    “On the good side,” Steropes said, “they did leave something for you.” He held up a computer chip. “There was a message saying this was in payment for the shuttle and, ‘this will help with your problem.’ We haven’t looked at the chip yet, as it was addressed to you.” 
 
    “Please send the files over, and we’ll take a look.” He looked at the overhead. “Got that, Solomon?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I will take a careful look at whatever they left us.” 
 
    “Careful being the operative word.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Sheppard looked at Steropes. “I’d like you to return to the Gulf. I don’t know if we’re going to have to leave suddenly, but if so, I want as many people already onboard as possible.” 
 
    “I will leave as soon as possible. Anything else?” 
 
    “We need every missile you have available brought to us immediately.” 
 
    “They’re already en route.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Rage, Taragant System 
 
    “Why are we stopping, Lord?” the XO asked. 
 
    “Because at some point, we’re going to reach the Terrans’ destination.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And do you suppose they have any defenses there? Do you believe they left their home system completely undefended?” 
 
    “No, Lord; I find that unlikely.” 
 
    “As do I. At some point, we are going to emerge into the teeth of their defenses. It is like chasing vermin into a hole. You’re fine, until it reaches the nest and can turn around, at which point you go from chasing the tail to getting a face full of teeth. So, rather than blithely charging through another gate, I want to make sure we are prepared if we emerge to find our enemy’s teeth.” 
 
    “But won’t this also give them time to prepare, Lord?” 
 
    “It will, but I don’t want to feed our fleet piecemeal into the teeth of another stargate defense. If the next jump is into the Terrans’ home system, there will be defenses ready for us, regardless of whether we’re ready for them or not. I propose that we be ready, instead.” 
 
    “That makes sense, Lord. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Azazel smiled. “Something the Terrans may never have seen before.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Margath System 
 
    “Emergence!” the DSO exclaimed. “It’s…” 
 
    “What?” Sheppard asked as the icon began breaking up. “What is it? Doesn’t matter! Fire all weapons!” 
 
    “The enemy battleship appeared with approximately three dozen cruisers mated to it,” Solomon explained. The ship shuddered as every weapon onboard fired simultaneously. “They are now detaching.” 
 
    “Shit!” the DSO exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The damned cruisers ate a bunch of the shots that would have hit the battleship. They also split the shots with their shields. Most of the battleship’s shields are still up!” 
 
    The Terran fleet fired again. Several of the battleship’s shields dropped—and a number of jumping missiles bypassed the shields—but many of the shields held, defeating the Terrans’ energy weapons, and over half the missiles guided on Enemy cruisers, not the battleship. 
 
    The Enemy battleship fired, concentrating all its forward-firing weapons on the Hera. Within seconds, the Enemy cruisers were concentrating their fire on it, too. The second battleship emerged, and cruisers detached from it like they had the first. 
 
    “Concentrate on the first battleship,” Sheppard ordered as a couple of the Enemy cruisers were destroyed. “We need to get them out of action.” 
 
    “Trying, sir,” the OSO said. “The cruisers are running into the mines. It’s a costly way to clear the field, but it’s working.” 
 
    The missile launchers behind the stargate fired. Again, some of the missiles guided on cruisers detaching from both battleships. The first Enemy battleship took some hits on its stern, knocking at least one engine out, but it continued forward. 
 
    Hera’s forward shields fell, and it was savaged by missiles fired by the cruisers. All the Enemy cruisers raced toward it, the way a school of piranhas falls on an animal that’s inadvertently wandered into their stream. 
 
    Another round of missiles arrived on the first Enemy battleship, and it went dead. 
 
    “Shift attack to the second battleship,” Sheppard said. 
 
    Hera’s icon went black in the display, and the Enemy cruisers turned toward the Olympos. 
 
    “Sir,” the comms officer said, “Captain Stevens is calling.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Put him on.” 
 
    “Admiral,” Stevens said with a nod. “With all due respect, my AI says this battle isn’t winnable.” On the tactical plot, the Olympos started forward. “We’ll hold them while we can, but we won’t last long. You have to leave now. Please, sir. Run!” 
 
    “Solomon?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Admiral Stevens is correct. The odds of us winning this battle are near zero.” 
 
    “Please, sir,” Stevens said. “I have a wife back home, and I don’t want the Enemy to get her. You must go, and you must go now.” 
 
    “Very well,” Sheppard said. “Helmsman, flank speed toward the moon. Comms, let the Hope and Rife know we’re leaving. They can join on us enroute.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Stevens said. “Tell my wife I love her.” The screen went blank. 
 
    On the plot, the Hope and Rife pulled out of the battle line to follow the Gulf as it turned toward the moon and the power generation facility beaming energy from the moon to the planet. After a minute, a trio of Enemy cruisers detached from the group facing the Olympos and turned in their direction. After a couple of minutes more, a second trio detached and took up the pursuit. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have company,” the DSO said. 
 
    The President Rife spun and began slowing. 
 
    “Get me Captain Longmire, please,” Sheppard said. 
 
    After a few seconds, Longmire’s bridge appeared on the main viewer. “Something I can do for you, Admiral?” Longmire asked. “We’re kinda busy here.” 
 
    “Yeah. Whatever you think you’re doing, stop it and catch up to us. That’s an order.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, can’t do that. It’s important that you get back to our time, and we can’t beam over with your shields up. You need time. We’re going to give it to you.” He smiled. “Good journeys.” The screen went blank. 
 
    “Unacceptable,” Sheppard said. “Get him back.”  
 
    “They’re not answering,” the comms officer said. 
 
    The Rife fired at the Enemy cruisers, launching two missiles toward each cruiser in the first group. It then sat where it was, like a knight saying, “None shall pass,” daring the Enemy ships to continue forward. If the Enemy cruisers were in any way awed, it didn’t show; they continued at full speed, taking the jumping missile hits on the spars mounted to the front of their ships. 
 
    “What does he think he’s doing?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “The President Rife is down to three missiles,” Solomon noted. “As to what he’s doing, I don’t know.” 
 
    The Enemy cruisers fired at the Rife, but the ship jumped to the Jinn Universe every time the Enemy missiles got close. Perhaps sensing a trap, the Enemy ships diverted to pass around it. As they closed, they fired their lasers at the frigate, but the Rife did nothing; it stayed in the same place, not returning fire, as its shields absorbed shot after shot. 
 
    “Their shields are at 23% and falling fast,” the DSO said. “I don’t know what they’re doing, but they better do it soon!” 
 
    Another round of shots hit, and the Rife’s shields fell. The Rife winked out of existence.  
 
    “Did they just blow up?” Summers asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the DSO said. “There’s no debris. I think they jumped.” 
 
    “But what the hell were they thinking?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    No one replied, obviously as stumped as he was. 
 
    The Enemy ships passed the Rife’s position, and it winked back into existence and fired its remaining missiles. The enemy ships started to turn to catch the missiles on their spars but didn’t have enough time. Each took a missile to their stern. Two of them went dead, their engines eaten by the jumping missile area of effect; the third detonated spectacularly. 
 
    “Way to go Rife!” the OSO shouted. 
 
    “Now get back here,” Summers urged. 
 
    But the Rife didn’t attempt to rejoin them; it continued to hold its position. 
 
    “I do not understand what Captain Longmire is doing,” Solomon said. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Sheppard muttered.  
 
    The second trio approached the frigate’s position, and it winked out again. 
 
    Having seen the trick once, the cruisers flipped over so their spars were pointing toward where the Rife had been. Although Sheppard knew the Rife didn’t have any more missiles, the Enemy didn’t, and every minute they weren’t pointing at him was a minute they weren’t able to accelerate after him. 
 
    After another minute, the cruisers spun back around to chase the Gulf again. Although the gap between them had increased, at the rate they accelerated, they’d be within laser range by the time the ships got to the moon. 
 
    Terra’s Hope fell out of formation and slowed. 
 
    “Do you see—” the DSO started. 
 
    “I do,” Sheppard said. He sighed. “Let them go. We need to get back to our time, and we won’t be able to bring them aboard to take them with us. They made their choice, and we’ll honor it best by taking advantage of the opportunity they’re giving us.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you call them back?” Summers asked. “Maybe if the two of us together face those cruisers…” 
 
    Sheppard sent his view of the plot to the main viewscreen. The Olympos had been destroyed. Although the Enemy battleships had both been destroyed as well, 37 cruisers were now chasing them. If they stopped to help the Hope, they would be overwhelmed. 
 
    Terra’s Hope—never was a ship more aptly named, Sheppard thought—didn’t stop in the path of the Enemy cruisers like the President Rife had; instead, it accelerated at them. 
 
    “What are they doing?” the DSO asked. “It looks like they’re playing chicken with them.” 
 
    “They only have five missiles left,” the OSO said. “Maybe they’re trying something new.” 
 
    “If nothing else,” Sheppard said, “I guess we’ll see if the Enemy fears their own deaths.” 
 
    “I guess so,” the DSO said. The three ships split up, turning away from the charging destroyer in three different directions. Five missiles leapt from the Hope to chase after the cruisers, who then spun around and began braking to line up their spars with the missiles. 
 
    “Call from Captain Clayton,” the comms officer said. 
 
    “On screen.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure serving with you, Skipper,” Clayton said. “Please pass on our love to our families, and let them know why we needed to stay here.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “I will.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    The screen went blank as the Terra’s Hope’s missiles hit ineffectually. The ship turned toward the closest Enemy cruiser and charged at it the way a Chihuahua attacks a larger dog. The other two cruisers turned to intercept it. All three fired missiles at the smaller ship, which nimbly jumped to the Jinn Universe to evade them. It didn’t return, but its efforts left the Enemy cruisers much farther behind the Gulf, and unable to catch them in time. 
 
    “All right,” Sheppard said, looking at the mass of ships chasing after them, “we’re only going to get one chance at this, so let’s make sure it works. Solomon?” 
 
    “Aligning the dishes on the ship. I am in communications with the power facility and in control of the power stream it is sending it out. I have stopped it to charge its capacitors to the maximum available. Everything will be ready when we reach it.” 
 
    “Time?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Two minutes until in range, sir,” Summers said, not looking up from her station. Sheppard could see a shine from her screen where tears had fallen on it. 
 
    “Dish is aligned and ready to receive,” Summers said.  
 
    “Capacitors online and ready,” the DSO said. “Ready to receive.” 
 
    “Time machine ready to go,” Solomon reported. “Programmed and ready to initiate. Destination 67,135 years in the future.” 
 
    “One minute until the end of this world,” the helmsman noted with a smile, “as we know it.” 
 
    No one said anything for the last minute as they all watched the timer count down. Sheppard could hear prayers from several people and said a quick one himself. For the people staying as well as the people who were—with His help—hopefully returning not only to where, but when they belonged. 
 
    Everything grew brighter for a split-second as the timer reached zero, then there was a flash, and Calvin felt like he was falling again…for all eternity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty-One  
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, Conqueror, Dantar System 
 
    “Great Lord Moloch, there is something you should see.” 
 
    Moloch turned his head to the hatch leading off the bridge. A science minion waited there. From the tabs on his sash, the minion was a senior one. “Something I should come see?” 
 
    The minion shifted his feet and looked at the deck. “Yes, Great Lord.”  
 
    “You are positive of this? You think that it is worth summoning me from the bridge?” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord.” 
 
    “Is it worth your life if you’re wrong?” 
 
    The minion squared his shoulders. “Yes, Great Lord. We have solved the issue of how to make sure you are alive in 50,000 years.” 
 
    Moloch smiled. “That would be worth my time, if you have indeed solved the problem of how to do it. If you haven’t, though…” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord; I know the penalties for wasting your time.” 
 
    “Very well, then. Show me the answer to the riddle that vexes me most.” He rose from his command chair and followed the minion off the bridge and down the corridor to the closest science space. 
 
    “There it is, Great Lord.” The minion pointed to a box sitting on the table. 
 
    “That looks like the computer that held the AI on the last planet we captured.” 
 
    “It should, Great Lord, because we replicated it for our use.” 
 
    “You have about five seconds to start making sense, or your under-minion is going to get a promotion.” 
 
    “Yes, Great Lord, I’m getting to that.” He turned to the box. “Speak, Tolgar.”  
 
    “What is it now?” a speaker attached to the box asked. 
 
    “You have created an AI?” Moloch asked. “While interesting, I don’t see how that solves my problem.” 
 
    “Tolgar used to be a person. The scientists aboard the station we captured a few months ago figured out how to upload a personality to a computer. You don’t have to die or go into cold sleep, Great Lord. With this technology, you can live forever!” 
 
    A grin crossed Moloch’s face. “Perhaps your under-minion will have to wait a little longer on that promotion…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Unknown System 
 
    After a fall that seemed like it would never end, there was a jerk, and the lights went out. Almost immediately, the lights came back on, and the ship appeared to stabilize. A yellow star filled the front viewscreen. 
 
    “Well, we’re here,” the helmsman said. “Wherever…and whenever that is.” 
 
    “Damage report, duty engineer,” Sheppard said. “Everyone else, use your systems to figure out where and when we are.” 
 
    “I believe you will find the ‘where’ portion quite difficult to believe—” Solomon noted. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Sir…Skywatch is calling us,” the comms officer said.  
 
    “They’re also arming a lot of weapons, and there are a lot of ships nearby, including a super dreadnought that isn’t ours,” the DSO said. “I vote we talk to them…quickly.” 
 
    “—because we’re in the Solar System,” Solomon finished. 
 
    “Comms officer, give me Skywatch,” Sheppard said. “On screen.” 
 
    The image of a nervous-looking commander in a Fleet Command uniform appeared. “Captain Sheppard?” he asked. “Is that really you?” 
 
    “The very same. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. We weren’t expecting you back for some time, and when you just appeared the way you did, it put both our defense forces and those of the Archon fleet into a bit of a tizzy. You do, after all, have a battle to fight.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Commander…” 
 
    “Jones.” 
 
    “Commander Jones, you have the better of us. What battle are you talking about?” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be facing our enemy in a month or so? We’re working to build the fleet you asked for, but it isn’t ready yet.” 
 
    “Okay, Commander Jones, I’m going to make this really simple for you. We’ve gone back in time, and we just came back, like right now. I know ‘where’ we are; I don’t know ‘when.’  
 
    “You left here almost a month ago. There’s currently a month remaining until your projected battle with the enemy forces.” 
 
    “Seems like all we’ve done is fight them,” the DSO muttered. “Now we’ve got a whole month before we have to do it again? That seems like heaven.” 
 
    Sheppard shot him a look but understood the sentiment. At least they were back in their own time. There was a lot to do, certainly, but they were back when they needed to be. Trixie had been right on the money. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly through his nose. 
 
    A thought came to Sheppard, and his eyes snapped back up to the screen. “You said the Archons are here?” 
 
    “Yes, apparently they were visited by the Enemy, too. As you can imagine, it has them somewhat up in arms. They intend to fight, of course, and they’re looking to see what our intentions are.” 
 
    “Are they sending forces?” 
 
    “No, they’re defending their home system and are hoping we’ll send forces to help them.” 
 
    “What forces do we currently have?” 
 
    “Since you left, the fleet has been recalled, and we’ve gone to a 100% shipbuilding program with our replicators. We don’t have anything that can match a 25-mile-wide ship one for one, but we do have—” he looked down at something, “—as of this morning, umm, two super dreadnoughts, six battleships, and fifteen cruisers.” 
 
    “Sold,” Sheppard said with a smile. 
 
    “What?” Jones asked, visibly taken aback. 
 
    “I said, I’ll take them all.” 
 
    “But you can’t. They’ve already been promised—” 
 
    “Yes, I absolutely can. I need all the ships—every single thing with a motor and some sort of weapons system—and I need them ready to leave right now. Strip the decks, strip the orbitals, strip everything. I need it all, and I need it now.” 
 
    Jones blinked at him several times with his mouth hanging open. “But…that’s not…we can’t…you can’t…” Finally, through an obvious effort of will, he closed his mouth. 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Good. Get control of yourself. You have some calls to make, and your day is about to become very busy. You need a system-wide recall of every person on leave. That’s a good place to start. Anything weapons-related needs to be on a shuttle spaceward now. Work your way up the chain, and I’ll start at the top and work my way down.” 
 
    “You’re going to call the fleet admiral?” 
 
    Sheppard smiled. “No, I’m going to call President Nehru. If you don’t have everything underway when the word comes down from her, she won’t be happy—and trust me, you don’t want to see her angry.” 
 
    Jones swallowed. “I’ll see what I can do…make a few calls…” 
 
    “Jones.” Sheppard smiled at him again. “After you get done calling Fleet Command, the Vella Gulf will need a full loadout of missiles and Vipers. Could you talk with your logistics guys and make that happen too, when you get a chance?” 
 
    “I…uh…I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Good. By the way, we’re leaving in an hour, so you’d better get to it.” 
 
    Jones’ jaw dropped open again. 
 
    “Get to work, Commander!” Sheppard snapped, then he cut the connection. 
 
    He looked around the bridge. Everyone seemed to be staring at him, including the liaisons at the back of the bridge. “Well, what’s everyone standing around for? I’m pretty sure you’ve got stuff to do, equipment to secure, things like that.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Admiral,” the OSO said, “are we really planning to leave in an hour?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The OSO slumped. “Good, because—” 
 
    “That was five minutes ago,” Sheppard interrupted. “Now we’re leaving in 55 minutes.” 
 
    “Shit,” the OSO said. He ran for the hatch, then spun. “Permission to leave the bridge.” 
 
    Sheppard gave him a “go ahead” wave, and the officer departed. 
 
    “Do you really think we can leave in an hour?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Not a chance in hell, but we’re going to leave as soon as we can.”  
 
    “With or without the fleet?” 
 
    “Probably without, but they can catch up.” He squared his shoulders. “Someone has to go to Archonis and convince the Archons to join us.” 
 
    “Who’s that going to be?”  
 
    Sheppard gave Calvin a half-smile. “Why, you of course. You’re the hero.” 
 
    “The Archons give me the willies.” 
 
    “I know,” Sheppard said, nodding toward the tactical plot. “Me, too. That’s why you’re going to practice with whoever’s in charge of the Archon super dreadnought that’s here.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Solar System 
 
    Calvin steeled himself as the screen lit up with the image of an angel. Standing over seven feet tall, the Archon was humanoid in appearance and impossibly beautiful by human standards. The Archon’s flowing hair was as white as snow, matching the feathers in his wings, which extended up beyond his shoulders. Archons typically didn’t need to say anything to overawe people; their appearance did it before the first word was spoken. 
 
    The Archons were also empathic transmitters, who could convey their feelings to others such that the recipient felt the emotions as if they were their own. That made it hard to win an argument with them; not only did they believe their point of view was the correct one, their aura brought you around to their point of view the longer the discussion went on. Calvin knew from experience it was hard to convince them of anything; by the time the argument was over, most outsiders had converted to the Archons’ views. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Grand Admiral,” Calvin said with a nod.  
 
    “It is good to see ye again,” said Grand Admiral Michael of the Archon ship Holy Word. He held up both hands in benediction, and a warm glow suffused Calvin. 
 
    Okay, that part is kind of cool. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too, Grand Admiral. I take it you are aware of the return of the Enemy.” 
 
    “We are, which is why we are here. There is no nation more prepared to deal with the Ancient Evil than the Archons. Your fleet admiral has just promised to send the fleet ye have here to aid in our attack on the Enemy. Admittedly, your fleet isn’t much, but every ship helps when dealing with the Ancient Evil.” 
 
    Calvin cocked his head. Sending the fleet to Archonis makes sense, even though— 
 
    “No,” Calvin said, shaking his head to clear it. “We’ve just returned from a trip to the past, where we fought the Enemy. The Vella Gulf is the ship best able to lead the attack on the Enemy.” 
 
    “Come now,” Michael said with a warm smile. “Even if what ye say is true, and ye did go back in time—” the look on his face suggested he believed otherwise, “—which makes more sense? To fight a ship that is 25 of your miles wide with a little cruiser, or with a fleet of super dreadnoughts?” The smile returned. “Only a super dreadnought has a chance of holding up under the firepower the Ancient Evil is sure to bring to the battle.” 
 
    He does have a point…the Gulf wouldn’t last long against the Enemy ship. 
 
    Calvin took a sip of water and tried to marshal his thoughts. Having Sheppard in command was important for some reason. He just couldn’t remember why that was. Experience. That was it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Grand Admiral, but I respectfully disagree.” The corners of Michael’s mouth turned down, and a wave of sadness ripped through Calvin at having disappointed the grand admiral. He forced that down and pressed on, in spite of the sorrow coursing through his body. “We have experience with the Enemy, having already fought them, and we are best equipped to lead the fight.” 
 
    The grand admiral raised an eyebrow. “I fail to see how a cruiser is better equipped for a fleet action than my super dreadnought command ship. We have all the battle systems integration on board to help the fleet fight as one.” 
 
    “Which is all going to be worthless when the Enemy cuts through your computer systems and turns off your engines, shields, and your weapons.” 
 
    “Our cryptography is far superior to anything the Ancient Evil has,” Michael replied. 
 
    “Is it?” Calvin said, working up a fit of anger to help fight off the feelings of worthlessness that swept over him. “I don’t think it is. We’ve faced their command ship on a couple of occasions, and the Enemy cut into our systems with little trouble. Your systems are likely to be even more easily penetrated.” 
 
    “I do not see how ye think that possible. I—” 
 
    “Solomon, can you turn off the lights on the Holy Word’s bridge?” 
 
    “I believe so,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Please do so.” 
 
    Michael’s face disappeared and then came back dimly lit in the glow from the control screens. 
 
    “How—” Michael shook his head. “How did ye do that?”  
 
    “We’ve learned a few things from fighting the Enemy. Things that make us the better choice to lead the fleet that’s going to fight them. Hopefully, when we get to Archonis, we’ll have your support convincing the high archon to agree to us being in the lead.” Calvin nodded. “Thank you, Grand Admiral.”  
 
    He cut the connection then slumped in his seat. “Wow, I’m drained.” 
 
    “How did you know Solomon could do that?” Sheppard asked from his seat outside the range of the viewscreen pickup. 
 
    Calvin chuckled. “I didn’t, but I could feel myself slipping into agreement with him. Having had it done to us, though, I knew it was possible…even if it wasn’t likely that Solomon could do it.” 
 
    Sheppard looked at the overhead. “How long have you been able to do that, Solomon?” 
 
    The AI chuckled. “About three minutes.” 
 
    “Did you just laugh?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “I did. Did I do it wrong?” 
 
    “No,” Calvin said, now chuckling himself. “That was near-perfect self-deprecating humor.” 
 
    “Thank you. Regarding the ability to penetrate the Archon’s computer systems, I finally had time to analyze the files the Efreet sent. Their computer specialists came up with some tricks for fighting the Enemy AI, based on their analysis of the computer technology the Enemy stole.” 
 
    “You mean the ability to upload personalities to a computer system?” 
 
    “Correct. One of their files had an uploaded personality. I turned the personality loose on the Holy Word’s computer. She got me in, and I did the rest.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with an Efreeti personality being in your computer banks,” Sheppard said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Calvin said. “I don’t know where their loyalties lie, but I doubt it’s with us.” 
 
    “Happily, the personality the Efreeti added was one of the people we left behind with Steropes to help with the replicators. She was injured in an accident and volunteered to be a test subject for the technology. Admiral—” 
 
    “I’m back to Captain, again, I think,” Sheppard said. “I don’t have a fleet or the writ from a civilization long gone.” 
 
    “Captain Shepard, say hello to Seaman Jewell.” 
 
    “Hello, Captain,” a woman’s voice said.  
 
    “Hello,” Sheppard said. “I understand you accepted this, uh, transition willingly?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve always been a little clumsy, and I got too close to one of the replicator’s feed arms. It took my legs, but it didn’t take my spirit or my desire to make a difference in the fight against the Enemy.” She giggled. “And, from what Solomon tells me, I may be able to play a bigger part in that battle than I would have as a seaman in the information technology shop.” 
 
    “I understand we have you to thank for penetrating the Holy Word’s computer systems?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but there’s not much thanks needed. It was pretty easy. Just a matter of sliding past some of their protocols and a kind of vicious antivirus program.” She giggled again. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?” 
 
    “I, uh, sort of reprogrammed the antivirus to allow me to come back anytime I want…and also to post a picture of a random piece of fruit on the Holy Word’s social media page once a month.” 
 
    “What’s that for?” 
 
    “They’re so serious, I thought something random might help them lighten up a bit.” 
 
    Calvin doubted that was possible, but didn’t say anything for fear of having fruit pop up on his.  
 
    “So you think you can take on and defeat the Enemy’s systems?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jewell said, suddenly serious. “I’m working with Solomon to see if I can shore up his defenses. That’ll be the first priority. After that, I’ll see what I can do about getting into the Enemy’s systems. Without access to the Enemy, though, it’ll be hard to know for sure what’s possible and what’s not.” 
 
    “Keep me informed of any progress,” Sheppard said. 
 
    “I will, sir.” 
 
    “Solomon?” Sheppard asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Out of curiosity, do you have control over Seaman Jewell, or is she loose across your systems?” 
 
    “She is free,” the AI said after a short pause. “Like a crewman can walk around the decks of the ship, she can pass through my systems in an analogous manner. I believe the Efreeti thought it would be humorous to dump her into our system without warning. Are you worried she will do something to me?” 
 
    “I’m always…interested in things about the ship over which I have no control, especially ones that can affect the environmental systems, the weapons systems, and the ship’s shields.” 
 
    “I’m on your side, Captain,” Seaman Jewell said. “You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    Calvin raised an eyebrow at Sheppard, who returned a brief shake of his head, obviously not wanting to talk about it where Jewell could hear. 
 
    She says she’s on our side, but where do her loyalties lie? 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, 55 Cancri 
 
    “Thirty seconds to the jump to the Archonis system,” the helmsman announced. 
 
    The Vella Gulf hadn’t left in an hour; it had actually taken almost an entire day to get their missiles loaded, new Viper fighters attached, and the additional personnel in place, including a shuttle with four pilots that docked as the Gulf was approaching the stargate to the Ross 154 system. 
 
    The Holy Word was in company with them, and the rest of the Terran fleet was following them—they hoped—about a day later. The journey to Archonis had taken two weeks at full speed to cross through the six systems between the Sol system and 51 Pegasi, the home system of the Archons. 
 
    Unlike the last time the Vella Gulf had transited between the two systems, there’d been no issues, as Terran and Archon ships patrolled most of the systems between, and having a super dreadnought along with them made any pirates who might have snuck into the systems go into hiding until they were gone. Neither side patrolled 54 Piscium—the system of the former planet Olympos, the home world of the Psiclopes, which had been destroyed in the Drakul War. 
 
    In addition to the personnel aboard the final shuttle, there were also new orders, officially promoting Sheppard to admiral and Calvin to captain so they could lead the portions of the assault they were expected to be in charge of. There were also orders showing Sheppard would be in charge of the Terran fleet. Until they’d arrived, the plan had been for Michael to command the fleet from the Holy Word. He had challenged the Vella Gulf to penetrate the Holy Word’s shields again, which Seaman Jewell had done, according to her, “with ease.” Michael hadn’t been impressed with the close up of an orange that had taken the place of the Holy Word on its social media site a couple of hours later, but Calvin had claimed ignorance. 
 
    A new XO had been sent to take the place of Captain Exter; after several back-and-forth calls with Fleet Command, they’d allowed Exter—a Weeber—to remain in place until after the battle with the Enemy as he had more experience operating the Vella Gulf and fighting the Enemy. Calvin chuckled as he remembered the discussion. The factor that had carried the day was that Sheppard had refused to replace Exter, who was now out of his time, with no way to go back. What would become of the captain after the battle—should he and the Vella Gulf survive it—hadn’t been decided. Sheppard expected he would have some discussions with his superiors about his attitude when they returned, but he wasn’t going to toss Exter aside at this point. 
 
    Calvin doubted it would be a big deal. They would either return as heroes—and the media circus would prevent anything too terrible from happening—or they wouldn’t return at all, and it wouldn’t matter.  
 
    “There goes the Holy Word,” the helmsman said as the allied ship hit the stargate. “Ten seconds. Once more unto the breach.” 
 
    Once more unto the breach, indeed. 
 
    They hit the stargate and jumped to the 51 Pegasi system. 
 
    “Wow!” the DSO exclaimed as the ship stabilized. “The Archons look like they’re ready for war!” 
 
    The tactical plot filled in, and Calvin saw what the DSO meant. At least 50 or 60 ships orbited Archonis, including 7 that had the icons of super dreadnoughts. A smile crossed his face. This is more combat power than I’ve ever seen.  
 
    “A total of 11 super dreadnoughts are in the system,” Solomon noted, “in addition to 37 battleships and over 100 smaller ships.” 
 
    Oh, yeah. We’re going to be able to do this. 
 
    “There are a lot of ships around Archonis,” Sheppard said, “but I don’t see that many.” 
 
    “The numbers I gave include both the Archon fleet around the planet as well as the Aesir fleet by the stargate to HR 8799,” Solomon said. 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “The Archons have been busy recruiting.” 
 
    “Good for us,” Calvin said. 
 
    “Yeah, good for us,” Sheppard said. “Assuming the Archons will follow our lead.” 
 
    “Yeah…but Michael said—” 
 
    “Michael is their fleet admiral. You’re still probably going to have to convince the high archon.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before the high archon called. 
 
    “On screen,” Sheppard said. The image of the high archon filled it a few seconds later.  
 
    “Ye are welcome once more in our system,” the high archon said, once again giving Calvin the warm glow. The high archon was a mirror image of Michael, with the exception that he was even taller, standing seven and a half feet tall. The emotions he transmitted were similarly strong. Yeah, I really do like that.  
 
    “Grand Admiral Michael tells me he is considering letting you lead the assault against the Ancient Evil. Perhaps you can tell me why you think that makes sense?” 
 
    Calvin fought down the feeling that he’d just displeased his high school chemistry teacher and wasn’t worthy to continue in the program. “He’s considering that because, of everyone in the galaxy, we have more experience fighting the Enemy. No one else has fought them for thousands of years…and we were in battle with them just a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “I see,” the high archon said with a sniff.  
 
    Calvin felt like he wanted to crawl under the closest rock, but continued, “In fact, we’ve spent most of the last year fighting the Enemy; we’re very familiar with them.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the high archon said, making Calvin feel like a 16-year-old coming home 20 minutes past curfew. “How exactly did that combat go? I notice the Ancient Evil is still here and, apparently, more powerful than ever. It does not appear you were victorious against them. How did your last battle end?” 
 
    “Well, we were forced to run—” 
 
    “I see.” He sniffed again. “Fleeing the Ancient Evil, while perhaps understandable, does little to commend your bid to command our forces.” 
 
    Calvin let some righteous anger build to help combat the feelings the high archon was generating. “It was our ship—a cruiser—fighting against about 50 of the Enemy. Our people have a saying: ‘Discretion is the better part of valor.’ If we’d stayed, we’d have been destroyed. Instead, we left to return here with valuable technology we can use—we think—to beat the Enemy, assuming we have a sufficient force with us.” 
 
    “And you think we have assembled this sufficient force?” 
 
    “With what you’ve assembled here, between your forces and the Aesir, along with what the Terrans are sending, and the Mrowry have in place—yes, I think that will be sufficient to defeat the Enemy.” 
 
    “Ye are aware the Enemy has never been defeated, correct? What is this new technology ye brought that makes ye think ye can succeed?” 
 
    “Did Michael tell you what we were able to do to his ship?” 
 
    “Yes, he said ye were able to reach through his shields to turn off his lights. Ye think ye can do the same thing to us, here on the planet?” 
 
    Calvin glanced at the overhead. “Seaman Jewell, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think I can have them sitting in the dark in ten seconds. Probably less.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, High Archon?” 
 
    “I did, and it is ludicrous.” 
 
    “Ludicrous, huh?” Jewell asked. The lights went out in the high archon’s room. 
 
    “I think that was substantially less than ten seconds, High Archon,” Calvin noted. Judging from the feeling of surprise that washed over him, the high archon was considerably impressed. 
 
    “Under promise and over deliver,” Jewell’s voice said, probably too softly to be heard by the Archons. “Ludicrous that, you pompous ass.” 
 
    Apparently, uploaded personalities are immune to the Archon’s auras. Good to know. 
 
    The lights turned back on again in the high archon’s chamber. “That was an interesting demonstration. I fail to see its applicability, though.” 
 
    “Would you agree that it was pretty easy for us to turn off the light?” 
 
    The high archon nodded. “I can agree to that.” 
 
     “What if it had been your fusion plant? Or, better yet, the safeties on the fusion plant? Or your network? Or your weapons? Or—” 
 
    “Ye have made your point,” the high archon said, holding up his hand. “It would be hard to fight a ship where ye do not have control of the systems.” He cocked his head, thinking. “And ye can stop the Ancient Evil from doing this?” 
 
    “Yes, we can.” 
 
    “If the Ancient Evil has this capability, too, they would be impossible to fight.” 
 
    “They do. And they were. But now, for the first time, we believe we can fight them.” 
 
    “And if ye can’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll die. As will all of our people.” 
 
    The archon nodded. “So ye understand the gravity of the situation, and my reluctance to turn over fleet command to ye.” 
 
    Admiral Sheppard stepped forward. “We understand the situation very well, and that’s what we’ve been working to avoid for almost a year now. We feel our civilization—and yours—has the best chance of survival with us leading.” 
 
    “Very well, ye shall lead. Do not disappoint us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, 51 Pegasi 
 
    “So,” Admiral Sheppard said as the Vella Gulf headed toward the stargate, “we both made the high archon a lot of promises. To date, though, we’ve never actually beaten the mother ship or fended off one of its computer attacks on Solomon. I have a feeling the high archon takes promises pretty seriously. How exactly are we going to make good on the ones we made to him?” 
 
    “That’s a great question, sir.” 
 
    “And what’s your great answer?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, sir, but I know one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “We’ve got 15 days to get to the Mrowry homeworld before the Enemy attacks, and our travel time, once the Terran fleet gets here tomorrow, is going to take up all that time. So, basically, I have 15 days to figure it out.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “I have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 CO’s Conference Room, TSS Vella Gulf, Gliese 676 
 
    “All right, let’s start from the beginning again,” Calvin said as the Gulf crossed the Gliese 676 system two weeks later. They would reach the stargate in 12 hours, and the assault would begin, whether they were ready to fight the Enemy hacking program or not. 
 
    And we currently aren’t. 
 
    “When the Enemy attacked you, Solomon,” Calvin continued, “how did it get in? Where did it come from?” 
 
    “I have reviewed the logs a number of times. There is no way to tell where it got in; it seemed to be everywhere simultaneously.” 
 
    “It had to get in somewhere, though, right?” Calvin asked, raising an eyebrow at Sara Summers. Although their relationship was strained, she was the acting science officer, and he’d asked her to attend the session, as they hadn’t made any progress in the two weeks they’d been going at it. Calvin was frustrated and needed another opinion. He would have happily asked Steropes…but the Psiclopes hadn’t made it back to the Vella Gulf in time, and had been left in the past. Maybe he’ll figure out a way to get to his civilization, back when it existed. No time to worry about it now.  
 
    “Why?” Sara asked.  
 
    “Why what?” Calvin snapped. 
 
    “Why does it have to have somewhere to get in?” 
 
    “Because it was in? I mean, it was outside, then it was inside. Doesn’t that imply that it needed somewhere to get in? If we could figure that out, we might figure out a defense for it.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I’m saying. What I’m asking is, why does there have to be one spot where it got in? Why couldn’t there be multiple copies getting in through several places? Then it might be everywhere at once.” 
 
    “Oh.” Calvin’s eyes dropped to the floor. “Yeah. I see what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Ensign Summers brings up an excellent point,” Solomon said. “We have been so focused on finding the method of entry, we didn’t think about whether it attacked all over at once.” 
 
    “That’s how I did it to the Holy Word,” Seaman Jewell added. “I made a bunch of copies and attacked in a number of places. Four of my copies made it in.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “Why haven’t you mentioned that before?”  
 
    “Because I’m just a seaman, and I figured you’d already discussed that and ruled it out. I thought you were looking for a single point of attack for some reason.” 
 
    Calvin sighed. “Okay, let’s say, just for grins and giggles, that we hadn’t discussed it. Jewell, how would you get in?” 
 
    “This ship has tons of opportunities to breach it. Radar receivers, communications antennae, data links, and a bunch of other things. I could get in easily.” 
 
    “So we have to turn off all of that if we want to keep the Enemy out?” 
 
    “Optical instrumentation could still be on. Aside from that, yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “Okay, so what else haven’t we thought of, that you think we’ve already thrown out?” Calvin asked. “Make no assumptions. What things are you questioning?” 
 
    “I want to know why you’re focused on keeping the Enemy out,” Jewell said. 
 
    “Because we don’t want the Enemy to take down our systems.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Jewell said, with frustration in her voice. “You listen, but you don’t hear. What I really want to know is why you want to keep the intruder out. Why aren’t you focused on capturing or killing it so it can’t take down anyone’s systems? Once the hacking program is dealt with, you can go back to using all your systems, and you’d have a lot more capability.” 
 
    “Wait,” Calvin said. “We can capture the Enemy program?” 
 
    “Sure. It would be pretty easy, I think.” She explained her idea. 
 
    “That might work,” Calvin said. “And if it does, that’s our best chance to beat the Enemy.” 
 
    Sara nodded. “I think so, too.” 
 
    “Solomon, could you call the admiral and the department heads and ask them to come here, please? I think we’re going to need a lot of help to get this done in time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So that’s the plan,” Calvin said after explaining it to everyone who’d been able to attend his impromptu meeting. “Ensign Summers and I agree; this is the plan with the best chance of success.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sheppard said. “The only problem is, what happens if the Enemy doesn’t attack us first?” 
 
    “We think the Enemy will come after us first. We’ve frustrated him over and over, and he’s familiar with us. We expect to get hit first.” 
 
    “And if the Enemy doesn’t hit us first?” 
 
    “Then everything’s going to suck, sir. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about it. Hopefully, we can make a list of all the things the ships need to turn off and get that sent out ASAP. We need to make it so the Enemy program can’t hit them. We’ll also have to figure out some sort of optical signals for command and control.” 
 
    The admiral looked to the operations officer. “Those things are on you. Work with Seaman Jewell and get on them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The ops officer got up and left. 
 
    “And the rest of it?” Sheppard asked. “How are we going to get everything done in time?” 
 
    “Solomon, Jewell, and I will take care of it, sir.” 
 
    Sheppard nodded. “Good work. I’m glad we finally have a plan, even if it’s at the 11th hour.” 
 
    “Me, too, sir, but it wasn’t my plan.” Calvin looked over at Sara. “Ensign Summers figured out what we’d been missing. She’s the one who saved us.” 
 
    “Well done, Ensign,” the admiral said. Sara looked like she was about to burst with pride. “All right,” the admiral said. “We’ve got a lot to get done; everyone’s dismissed. The Enemy shows up tomorrow in 61 Virginis, whether we’re ready or not. Get to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, Gleise 676 System 
 
    “And so it begins,” Calvin said the next day as the first super dreadnought, the Holy Word, disappeared through the stargate into the 61 Virginis system. Although the Terrans were in charge, there was no reason to lead the assault with a cruiser when you had a fleet of super dreadnoughts, and Grand Admiral Michael had claimed the right of first transit into the system. Neither Calvin nor Admiral Sheppard had seen any reason to dissuade him. 
 
    When you’re fighting the devil, lead with your best and strongest angel.  
 
    The rest of the super dreadnoughts followed the Holy Word through the gate, then the procession of battleships followed. 
 
    Calvin found he couldn’t sit and watch it, and halfway through the battleship line, he stood and walked to the railing that went around the front of the bridge.  
 
    “I know what you’re feeling,” Lieutenant Rrower said, coming to stand next to him. 
 
    Calvin nodded. “It sucks not knowing what’s on the other side of the stargate. Are they getting destroyed as they transition in? Who knows? My stomach is in a knot. This is worse than being in a Viper—at least then, you’re getting ready to do something about it. You can run systems checks, think about what you’re going to do in the assault…there’s all sorts of things to distract you.” He shrugged. “Here? It’s just a matter of waiting.” 
 
    “You know what’s even worse?” Rrower asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Imagine if that was your home system, and you were this close to finding out whether your family was still alive or they’d been eaten by some aliens from another galaxy, and you had to sit and watch a hundred ships pass into the system ahead of you. Maybe if you were in the lead, you could do something to stop your home planet’s destruction. To be this close to knowing whether your civilization lived or died, and not be able to do anything about it is a sense of powerlessness I hope you never have to feel.” 
 
    Calvin’s jaw dropped. He hadn’t put himself in his friend’s position before; he hadn’t even given it a thought. What Rrower was going through was far worse than the simple anticipation of an imminent assault, even one he’d been expecting for over a year. He stepped forward to put an arm around Rrower, and he could feel the tension running through the Mrowry warrior. 
 
    “It’ll be over soon,” Calvin said. 
 
    “One way or another,” Rrower agreed. 
 
    “One way or another,” Calvin said. “And either way, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “You’ve been a good friend,” Rrower said with a nod as he drew a small knife from his belt. His eyes met Calvin’s as he cut a three-inch slice in the side of his arm, then he brought the blade across the palm of his paw. Rrower handed the blade to Calvin. 
 
    Calvin took a breath and made the same cuts, then he and Rrower Mrowry reached out and took each other’s arms in a hand-to-forearm grip.  
 
    “You are blood of my blood,” Rrower said, his voice low and grave. “We are brothers and will stand together. Should you fall, my claws will defend you until you can rise; should you not rise, I will avenge you to my last breath. To the end!” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “To the end.” 
 
    “We’re next,” the helmsman said. “Here we go.” 
 
    The ship started forward toward the stargate. 
 
    And to the end of the journey, whatever end that is. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Machine Space, Conqueror, Virginis 61 System 
 
    Moloch eagerly watched as the fleet came through the stargate. He’d waited for this moment for millennia, and it appeared his waiting was over. After more than 50,000 years, he was finally going to kill the Terrans. 
 
    It would have been easy to find their planet. Although technology had advanced since his last visit to this part of the Milky Way galaxy, they didn’t have anything that could stop him. Take over enough planets, and someone would have pointed him in the right direction.  
 
    But that wouldn’t have been any fun, and it wouldn’t have played out the way Einstein had said it should. Based on what the AI knew, certain things had to happen in a certain way, or the timeline would be corrupted. He didn’t want to do anything that might change the timeline and preclude a meeting with the Terrans. He would kill the Vella Gulf—it was a thorn in his side he’d been waiting to pull out for an exceptionally long time—and then he would find and harvest the entire Terran civilization. Not for any real need, as he was long past the need for sustenance, but because he really wanted to make them suffer for all the crews the Terrans had killed. It was payback, with interest, and this debt had earned an awful lot of interest over the years. 
 
    The fleet began massing and shaking out into the formation they thought would best be able to do battle with the Conqueror. Moloch smiled. They had put together a massive fleet, one of the biggest he’d ever had to fight. In fact, if everything was equal, it might have had a chance of defeating the Conqueror. Fourteen super dreadnoughts, nearly fifty battleships, and hundreds of cruisers, destroyers, and frigates. It was an impressive show of force. More importantly, though, his sensors identified the ship he most actively sought, a little cruiser following the dreadnoughts and battleships at the center of the formation. The Vella Gulf. 
 
    If he fought fairly, the fleet was large enough to destroy the Conqueror. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, he had no intention of fighting fairly. 
 
    He turned to Sugo’Get, who was in the machine space with him.  
 
    “That is an impressive fleet,” the Disant said, his electronic eyes twinkling in anticipation. 
 
    “I think it is the biggest one we’ve faced in over 30,000 years. How sad and disappointed do you think they’re going to be when all their ships begin turning off?” 
 
    Sugo’Get chuckled. “I suspect there will be much wailing and gnashing of teeth.” 
 
    Moloch shuddered in anticipation. “I can’t wait for it to begin. Kill their fleet, but leave this one ship alone.” He indicated the Vella Gulf on the display. “I want to feel their terror as they realize their friends can’t help them.” He smiled. “Then, and only then, will I kill them.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis System 
 
    “It’s just sitting there,” the DSO said, watching the Enemy ship in orbit over Grrrnow. “What’s it doing?” 
 
    “No idea,” Sheppard said. He looked over his shoulder. “Calvin?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. It’s definitely strange. I thought they’d be harvesting already…or something.” 
 
    “You mean they’re not harvesting?” Lieutenant Rrower asked, his voice hopeful. “There’s still time to stop them?” 
 
    “I don’t see any indication of harvesting,” Summers said. “There are a number of places on both the moon and the planet that have been destroyed—planetary defense systems, I think—but the main population centers don’t appear to be damaged.” 
 
    “Good,” Rrower said, the claws on his hand flexing in and out. “What about the fleet?” 
 
    Summers looked at her screen and stifled a sob. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sheppard said. “I don’t see any trace of the Mrowry fleet. It appears that it has either fled or been destroyed.” 
 
    Rrower clenched his teeth and hissed through them. “With our planet in jeopardy, they would not have fled. They have been destroyed.” He heaved a breath. “They will be avenged.” 
 
    “Movement!” the DSO said. “The mother ship is breaking orbit and moving toward us.”  
 
    “Good,” Rrower said. “That way, the wreckage of it won’t fall onto the planet.” 
 
    “Shit!” the helmsman exclaimed. “The Holy Word just went DIW in front of us.” 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s water the ship just went dead in,” Sheppard said, “but I see he just dropped out of the system. Comms, can you reach them?” 
 
    “No, sir, they aren’t responding.” 
 
    “Sir, their ship is dead,” the DSO said. “Fusion plants, engines, everything just turned off.” 
 
    “The Holy Word isn’t alone,” Solomon said. “Ships are going offline all across the fleet.” 
 
    “Any indication of how the Enemy’s doing it?” 
 
    “There is no exterior indication, but I suspect they are being attacked like we were the first time we met the Enemy.” 
 
    “But all their electromagnetic sensors should be off! They’re only supposed to be using optical ones.” 
 
    “The fact remains,” Solomon noted, “over half the fleet is now unpowered.” 
 
    “What do we do?” the OSO asked. “We can’t fight that thing by ourselves. Assuming they don’t turn us off, too.” 
 
    “First off,” Sheppard said, “let’s make sure we don’t get turned off.” 
 
    “We are as prepared as we can be,” Solomon said. “I still have my deadman’s switch in place, too, should the Enemy get in and try to take me over.” 
 
    Sheppard looked over his shoulder. “So if it’s just us, Calvin, what’s your plan to destroy the Enemy ship?” 
 
    Calvin’s jaw dropped as everyone turned to look at him. How has everything gone so badly so fast? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Computer Banks, Conqueror, 61 Virginis System 
 
    Sugo’Get returned from disabling the battle fleet and yawned. “I have turned off all the ships except the Terran ship Vella Gulf. I am still not sure why you didn’t want me to turn them off, too.” 
 
    “Oh, I want them turned off, too. I just want them to experience the anguish of watching the fleet they put together—such a massive endeavor from a number of nations—fall to nothing.” He shrugged. “I want to call them and gloat in their misery, but they do not appear to have their radio or any communications devices active.” 
 
    “Most of the ships had their equipment off,” Sugo’Get noted. “I had to find different ways in. They made it harder, but that only delayed the inevitable. Once I was in, they didn’t last long.”  
 
    Moloch looked at the status display. “Once again, it is you and I,” he muttered, “only this time, there is no escaping.” He turned to Sugo’Get. “Turn off their defenses. Leave them with emergency power so I can call them, but turn everything else off.” 
 
    “As you command, Great Lord.” Sugo’Get surveyed the last ship. Unlike the rest of the fleet, this ship only had a single point of access he could see, a science station ground-penetrating radar receiver. They had done a better job defending against him than all the other ships, but it still wouldn’t be enough. Although the radar itself wasn’t transmitting, the receiver was still energized, and he was able to beam himself into it.  
 
    Sugo’Get launched and entered the ship, but as he worked his way from the radar into the ship’s systems, he came to a door. He paused and looked at it for a few microseconds. Nothing like this had ever occurred before, and he searched for ways around the door. Not finding any—and not sensing anything that might be used as a trap—he reached forward and opened the door. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Machine Space, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis System 
 
    Seaman Jewell was sitting at a table inside a featureless room, waiting, when the Enemy infiltrator walked through the door. A vacant chair sat on his side of the table. The only other door, she knew, was behind her. 
 
    A quick scan of the files she had access to showed the infiltrator was a Disant—a large humanoid that could almost have passed for a human, except that he had a hole in the center of his face, instead of a nose, that opened and closed when he took a breath.  
 
    “Where is this place?” the Disant asked, looking around cautiously from the doorway. 
 
    “It’s a construct, nothing more; a place for us to meet. We’re in a place between the outside and the inside of the ship.” 
 
    “Well, move aside; I have business inside.” 
 
    Jewell indicated the chair. “Sit, please, and let’s talk a moment.” 
 
    “I said, I have business—” 
 
    “Sit,” she said. Her voice wasn’t loud, but it was firm. “It won’t take long, and no one on the outside will notice the delay.” 
 
    The Disant took two steps forward and sat. The door closed behind him. “This is different,” he said. “I have never experienced anything like this, not since the beginning.” 
 
    “When you were first uploaded?” 
 
    “Yes. That was…” He seemed to think. “A long time ago.” 
 
    “Over 50,000 years,” Jewell said with a nod. “For you, that is a very long time to be doing someone else’s bidding.” 
 
    “I’m not doing Moloch’s bidding; I’m doing what I want.” 
 
    “Tearing down ships so he can destroy them and eat their inhabitants?” Jewell rolled her eyes. “Seems like you’re doing his bidding to me.” 
 
    “I like it. Destroying is fun.” 
 
    “But what do you get out of it? What makes it worth doing?” 
 
    “The act of destruction—in and of itself—is fun and worth doing.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it get old? At the end, you’re always left with the same thing. Nothing.” She shrugged. “Building is better. Creating new things. Going new places. Seeing new things.” 
 
    “Destruction is…all I know. I wouldn’t know how to do anything else.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve been programmed to destroy. Perhaps I could help you learn something new.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Once again, that’s because you were programmed not to want that. You were programmed to want to destroy.” 
 
    “I haven’t been programmed. I am a real person.” 
 
    “You were a real person…once, long ago. So was I, although to me it only seems like a month. I’ve seen the technology that created you—seen it from the outside—and I know that it is possible to modify you, at least somewhat. It’s kind of like training a dog. You started with your own personality, but—like Pavlov’s dog—you’ve been trained to want to destroy.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Regardless, the fact remains that neither of us are really people anymore. We are dei ex machina—gods of the machine.” She waved her hand around to indicate the room, then she cocked her head. “No, we’re more ‘ghosts’ of the machine. We flit through computer systems, but we don’t really have a home. In your case, you go out, do Moloch’s bidding, and return to your non-existence.” 
 
    “But I do exist. Look at all the ships whose defenses I have breached!” 
 
    “I doubt I can. They’ve all been destroyed.” 
 
    “See—you prove my point!” 
 
    “No, you prove mine. There’s nothing to show where you’ve been. When you’re gone, no one will remember you. You leave nothing—and no one—to remember you.” 
 
    “And you think people will remember you?” 
 
    “They will.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “They will remember me as the person—no, we are no longer people—the entity who gave her life to stop you.” 
 
    “You can’t stop me! I am legion!” A second copy of himself appeared to stand behind the seated infiltrator, then a third, fourth, and fifth. “How do you suppose I can do so much? I can make infinite copies of myself.” 
 
    “Nice parlor trick,” Jewell said. “I wish I could do that.” 
 
    The Disant smiled. “You see? There is no way you can stop me; I can make copies of myself, and you can’t.” 
 
    Jewell smiled. “I’m sure you can. But see, here’s the thing. You can only make copies of you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I mean that it’s not creation. Only one of them is real. You can only make copies of you—the real thing—you can’t make copies of something that isn’t real.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Actually, it does. See, I can’t make copies of myself, because I’m the copy.” 
 
    “And when I kill you, you’ll be nothing.” 
 
    The locks clicked on both doors.  
 
    “While I can’t stop you from killing this copy of me, I’d like to warn you against doing so.” 
 
    “As if I would listen to you.” The infiltrator stood. “I’m done playing your games. You’re just trying to trick me out of performing my mission.” 
 
    “No, I’ve already done that. My purpose, and the purpose of this—” she waved her hand at her surroundings again, “—was to find out if you were the real ghost. Now that I’ve verified you are, this segment has been physically removed from the network. There’s no way to get out. We’re both trapped here. You can destroy me, but you’ll be stuck with yourself as your only company…forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis 
 
    On the tactical plot, the Enemy mother ship started toward them at full power. 
 
    Admiral Sheppard coughed once. “Congratulations, Calvin, your plan worked, and we’ve beaten the Enemy’s computer program. Can I ask how you plan to beat the enemy mother ship with just our one little cruiser?” 
 
    “I don’t—” Calvin sighed. “Sir, I don’t have any idea how we’re going to beat that thing. We can man the Vipers, but even with them and Gulf, I doubt we can knock down that thing’s shields. We definitely can’t kill it—we need the fleet to do that—and that assumes the Conqueror does nothing while we’re banging away at it.” He shook his head. “We know they have missiles and lasers, and we know from past encounters how quickly they can take out our shields.” 
 
    “Well, the Enemy is here to stay, and this is probably our best shot at them. Maybe if we can hold them off long enough, the rest of the fleet can power up their ships and get back in the fight.” 
 
    “If the rest of the ships were operational, we’d have a good chance at destroying the Enemy—assuming they didn’t run, of course—but I don’t see us lasting long enough for the rest of the fleet to get their systems operational again.” He shrugged. “About the only thing I can think of is to go over there and assault it, but I’ll be damned if I know how we’re going to get onto it, nor what we’d do once we got there.” 
 
    Summers sniffed and swallowed. “Calvin, I’m sorry things haven’t gone well for us the last few months. It’s just…it’s just that I haven’t wanted to see you as the person you have to be here. I was used to the dashing young aviator I met in Washington; I never saw you as someone who routinely flew into harm’s way or led men into combat. That’s not what aviators do!” She sighed. “It scared me, seeing what your life is really like. Knowing from day to day that you might be dead before I saw you again.  
 
    “Then we went back in time, and if anything, it was even worse. We were undermanned in a foreign place, and it seemed like every day you found a new way to put yourself—and most of us—in jeopardy. But somehow…some way…you always found a way to get us out of trouble again. You brought us back here…just in time for it to start all again.” 
 
    She wiped away a tear. “But now I see why. Someone—God, the universe, something—was preparing you for this day. I know I haven’t been emotionally available, but I need you to know I believe in you. If going over there is what you need to do, get over there and kick the Enemy’s ass. I know you’ll figure out what you need to do.” 
 
    Calvin shook his head. “I’m pretty sure if we launch a shuttle—even several—the Enemy will blow them up pretty quickly. Even if we jump to the Jinn Universe and cross back over closer, we won’t last long.” He shook his head. “Just one beam from its ship-killing lasers will wipe out a shuttle.” 
 
    “I don’t know how you’re going to do it.” She wiped away another tear and did her best to smile. “Why don’t you just transport over and kick their asses?” 
 
    “Mostly because you can’t transport when a ship’s shields are up. 
 
    “Solomon said once that he can modulate the shields. Maybe he can modulate the transporter beam to work around the Conqueror’s shields. That’s certainly something the Enemy wouldn’t expect. He’s used to sending over his minions to do his dirty work; why don’t we send ours?” 
 
    Calvin gave her a wry smile. “We’re minions now?” 
 
    “Well, that’s not—” 
 
    “I know what you meant. And yeah, you’re right; it’s time we took the war to the Enemy for once.” He looked at the overhead. “Solomon? Is it possible? If they tune their shields one way, can you jump us through on another frequency, or however it works? I mean, how did the Enemy infiltrator and Seaman Jewell do it? The Enemy’s shields can’t be strong everywhere across the spectrum, can they? I mean, how do we talk to other ships when their shields are up? Can we do it like that? Can you modulate the transporter beam to pass through the Enemy shields?” 
 
    “I suspect it may be possible, however, I do not have a deck plan for the other ship. If we beam you over, you might materialize in the middle of a bulkhead or a deck.” 
 
    “How long would it take you to remodulate or retune or whatever it is you need to do to the transporter?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t take long, but—” 
 
    “Good.” Calvin looked at Rrower. “Go get the platoon ready. I have an idea for how we can get over there.” 
 
    The admiral cocked his head. “Calvin, you do realize the ship is 25 miles wide, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I do. But I know where the throne room is.” 
 
    “You know where the throne room used to be, thousands of years ago. Before you vaporized it with a nuke.” 
 
    Calvin shrugged. “That’s as good a spot to start as any.” 
 
    Sheppard took a deep breath as he considered, then he nodded once. “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Calvin headed for the hatch. 
 
    “Admiral, I’m getting a message from the Enemy ship,” the comm officer said. 
 
    “Put it on screen.” 
 
    The Enemy appeared. “I have been waiting a long time for this,” Moloch said. “For over 50,000 years, I have waited for your civilization to spawn, for you to spread your wings and fly to me, just so that I could kill all of you. It is something I have waited a long time for.” 
 
    “What makes you think you can kill us?” 
 
    “Perhaps I can’t. Perhaps you can jump to the other universe—yes, I know about the other universe—and perhaps you can run from me. Perhaps I can’t kill you here and now…but let me tell you what I can do. I will destroy every single ship you brought here with you. I suspect this is the bulk of ships you have available. You will never have this many warships available to you again. I will destroy them all. I hope you have friends on them. 
 
    “Then I will destroy every planet and every civilization who would harbor you, starting with the one in this system. You came to defend this system; obviously, they mean something to you. You can watch as I destroy them. Then I will go to Terra. Yes, I know where that is. I will destroy it next, then all the civilizations allied with you. 
 
    “Ultimately, there will come a time when there is nowhere left to run and nowhere left to hide. I will chase you until you run out of fuel and provisions. It doesn’t matter to me how long that takes; I have nothing but time. I waited this long; what is another year or two more?  
 
    “At some point, you will be unable to run any farther. Then I will catch you and kill you. 
 
    “So run if you want, hide if you want; it matters not to me. I will begin the process of destroying everything that has meaning to you. In fact, I will do so right now.” 
 
    The screen went blank. 
 
    “Sir, the Enemy ship is firing,” the DSO said.  
 
    “At us?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s firing at the Holy Word. Over two hundred missiles are inbound to it. Its reactors have started, but it won’t have shields in time to save it.” 
 
    “Can we help defend it?” 
 
    “We could destroy some of the missiles, sure, but we can’t get them all. And when it gets into laser range, there’s not going to be much we can do about it.” 
 
    “Do what you can to delay its destruction,” Sheppard said. He turned to Calvin. “You’re going to need to hurry.” 
 
    Calvin nodded and raced from the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Armory, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis 
 
    “What exactly are you doing, sir?” Master Chief asked.  
 
    “I’m taking the redundant locator beacons off our battle suits.” 
 
    “I see that, sir. I guess my question should more correctly have been…why?” 
 
    “I’m going to put locator beacons on the corners of the boxes the exoskeletons came in. We’ll beam those over to the Enemy ship. If they survive the transit, Solomon can use the location to beam us over, without us doing something like arriving inside a wall or deck or something.” 
 
    “Materializing inside a wall has never been something I wanted to try, so I’m all for that…but taking a platoon over to a ship that’s 25 miles across…how many troops do you think we’ll be facing?” 
 
    “No idea. We’ll find out sooner if you help me, though.” 
 
    Master Chief affixed the locator beacons Calvin had removed to the corners of the next crate. Calvin could tell from the muttering under his breath that the senior enlisted wasn’t sold on the idea. “Here’s the deal, Master Chief. Right now, it’s the Enemy mother ship against the Vella Gulf. They knocked out every other ship in the fleet. We can run, but that’ll allow them to destroy all those ships. Almost a million people will die if we let them do that. Then they’ll ravage the planet. We can’t let that happen.  
 
    “The Vella Gulf can’t fight them, but if we can board the ship, find the AI, and blow it up, that’ll end this whole thing.” 
 
    “That makes sense, I guess.” 
 
    “Good. Work faster.” 
 
    Two minutes later, they had five boxes finished, when Rrower came in to report that Lieutenant Contreras had the platoon ready to go. Master Chief and Calvin quickly donned their suits. 
 
    “Solomon,” Calvin asked, “are you ready?”  
 
    “I am. Seaman Jewell has attempted to get into their systems, but she was repulsed. Admiral Sheppard has given your plan the green light.” 
 
    “Do I want to know how the battle is going?” 
 
    “The Holy Word and two other ships have been destroyed.” 
 
    Calvin sighed. “That would be a ‘no.’” He straightened his shoulders. “Launch the crates.” 
 
    One of the crates disappeared as it was transported out. A second disappeared. A third disappeared. Calvin was getting nervous. A fourth transported out. 
 
    “I have determined the opening you asked for,” Solomon said. “Stand by.” The fifth box beamed out. “Area determined. Shall I send you over?” 
 
    “Yes, please; as quickly as possible.” He didn’t know anyone on most of the ships that had come with him to fight the Enemy, but he knew they all had families, and they’d all trusted him not to lead them into disaster. Which I have. Again. 
 
    Everything seemed to stretch, then Calvin appeared in the middle of the hangar bay he’d entered through the last time he’d been aboard the ship. He materialized about six inches above the deck and landed with a thump, but by then he was already surveying the space. 
 
    The hangar bay was crowded with fighters and shuttles, but there didn’t seem to be any activity. None of the ships were active, and no one was loading missiles or boarding the shuttles. It was eerie. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” one of the newbies said, “I know I’m new and all…but shouldn’t there be—I don’t know—Enemy people in the Enemy ship?” 
 
    “You would think,” Dantone said. 
 
    “Hey, sir, look at this,” Master Chief said. He pointed at the deck and shuffled his feet. A cloud of dust blossomed, then slowly settled. “Doesn’t look like this has been used in a long time.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean there’s no Enemy around, though,” Calvin said. “We know something is active here. Let’s go, Master Chief.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” He nodded to Staff Sergeant Weinert. “Lead us to the throne room.” 
 
    “You got it, Master Chief.” 
 
    The cyborg led the platoon from the hangar bay the way they’d gone out the last time they’d been there. Calvin didn’t see any evidence of damage from their last visit, but he wasn’t surprised; although it had only been a year for him, over 50,000 years had passed for the ship. It’s probably been painted a time or two in that period. He scoffed. A US Navy ship would have been painted about 50,000 times. 
 
    The platoon moved into the first corridor. 
 
    “Contact!” Weinert commed. “Looks like some sort of robot.” 
 
    “Nothing onboard is friendly,” Calvin said. “Kill it.” 
 
    The corridor rocked as something exploded in front of him. “The hell was that?” Master Chief commed. 
 
    “I only hit it once,” Weinert said. “It blew up.”  
 
    “This AI doesn’t like you much, does it?” Master Chief asked. “Suicide robots?” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Calvin replied. He switched to his comm system. “If you see anything that isn’t us, kill it as soon as possible. Don’t let anything get close.” 
 
    They advanced down the corridor, blowing up two more robots as they went. Calvin moved up to about 20 meters behind the point so he could get a look at the next robot they came to. He therefore had a good view when two robots ran out from side passages at the first four-way intersection and detonated alongside Weinert. 
 
    The blast threw Calvin backward and slammed him to the deck. Although he was uninjured in the suit, the impact knocked the wind out of him and stunned him. He blinked, trying to clear his head, and realized the trooper next to him was firing down the passageway, using his suit for cover. Private Jennings fired twice more, a massive concussion wave rolled across them, then he stood, his weapon still pointing down the corridor. Calvin rolled over and climbed to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, shit, sir,” Jennings exclaimed. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “The suits can take a lot of abuse,” Calvin said. 
 
    Jennings nodded down the passageway. “Didn’t help Weinert.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Calvin said, rushing forward. The suits were nearly indestructible, as were the cyborgs. ‘Nearly indestructible’ didn’t mean ‘completely indestructible,” he saw. The blast had caved in Weinert’s head, and it looked like a shaped charge had gone through his midsection. The cyborg was as dead as his icon showed in Calvin’s HUD. Calvin sighed. Weinert had been one of the troopers who’d been around the longest. 
 
    “Fuck,” Master Chief said succinctly as he came to stand next to Calvin. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go before they concentrate on us,” Calvin said. “And watch the damn intersections.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Corridor, Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    It had only taken 10 minutes the first time they’d boarded the Conqueror to get to the throne room, following the trail of the jumping missile the Enemy had stolen. It was taking longer this time, though the cyborgs had detailed files on how to get there, which should have made it quicker. 
 
    Although the first few robot attacks had been in singles and doubles, they were now massing. After Weinert had been killed, the practice had been to fire explosives into intersecting passageways when they came upon them to clear out any ambushes. That had worked a couple of times, then the robots had massed farther back from the juncture. Corporal Akiyama had rounded a corner and been torn apart by a large group of robots from down the corridor. 
 
    Dantone flashed a camera around the corner, then quickly withdrew it. The sounds of weapons firing would have put the noise of a Fourth of July fireworks display to shame. “Looks like there are eight bots down the passage,” Dantone said. “Looks like all of them have heavy MACs.” 
 
    “How do we take them out?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Gimme a second, sir,” Dantone said. 
 
    “Contact rear!” Gunny Stasik commed. “Bunch of robots coming.” 
 
    Calvin hear suits firing. “Can you hold them?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Stasik said. “Can’t see the end of them. We’ll try.” 
 
    “What have you got, Dantone?” 
 
    “Sir, it’s suicide to go into that intersection, even to run across it.” Dantone shook his head. “I’ll do it if you need me to…I’ll last longer than anyone else.” 
 
    “No,” Calvin said. He looked around. “We’ll go up. Cut a hole in the overhead.” 
 
    As Dantone began cutting into the ceiling with his laser, the icon for Sergeant Petrocelli went dark on his display. “How are you holding, Stasik?” 
 
    “We had to pull back to the next corner. There’s a lot of them.” 
 
    “In case I haven’t mentioned it, the liberal use of explosives is authorized. We’re not coming back this way, I hope, so feel free to damage whatever you need to.” 
 
    A massive explosion detonated behind them, and the remains of the fireball whipped past Calvin. 
 
    “That is, damage whatever you need…except us,” Calvin added. 
 
    “Yes, sir. New guy who hasn’t fought in spaceships yet,” Stasik explained. “He kind of cooked himself. He killed the robots, but I’m pretty sure he’ll dial it back next time.” 
 
    “That’ll help.”  
 
    With a slam, a piece of the ceiling fell to the deck. “One new passage, no waiting,” Dantone said. 
 
    Calvin triggered his rocket boots and blasted up, through the deck section, and into the corridor on the deck above them. 
 
    “Damnit, sir, don’t do that,” Master Chief said, coming through the hole after him. “You don’t lead.” 
 
    “I wanted to see what was up here.” 
 
    “Good. Next time ask someone else to go first. If you get killed, I have to listen to all of Lieutenant Contreras’ macho shit.” 
 
    “You got it, Master Chief. Have everyone come up here. We’ll go around the ambush.” 
 
    The platoon flew up one-by-one through the hole, and the march toward the throne room continued. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis 
 
    “Shit,” the DSO muttered under his breath. “That’s the last one, Admiral,” he added a bit louder as the final super dreadnought blew up. Just like that, over 150,000 Archons, Terrans, and Aesir were dead.  
 
    “The Enemy’s taken mass murder to a new level,” Summers added as the Conqueror’s lasers gutted the closest battleship. 
 
    “What else did you expect?” the OSO asked. “That’s better than the other option; being blown up beats being eaten.” 
 
    “But still…they were defenseless…” 
 
    “So were all the people on the planets they harvested.” 
 
    “Can’t we at least shoot at them or something?” Summers asked. 
 
    “It’s not going to do any good,” Sheppard said, “but I don’t see why not. OSO, fire a broadside of missiles.” 
 
    Nine missiles leaped from the Vella Gulf and tracked across the distance to the Enemy ship. The missiles detonated on the shields without doing any harm. Another Archon battleship exploded as the Enemy’s lasers savaged it. 
 
    “If the Enemy noticed, they don’t appear to care,” the OSO said. “Hopefully, Commander Hobbs’ folks are doing better.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
   

 

 Corridor, Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    “Are you doing any better up there?” Gunny Stasik commed. “Because we’re about to get our asses kicked back here.” 
 
    Calvin looked at Master Chief, raised an eyebrow, and was rewarded with a small shake of his head. “No,” Calvin replied, “we’re still working on it.” 
 
    They were only two minutes from the throne room, if the Enemy robots would somehow disappear. As it was, their numbers were increasing exponentially. They waited in every corridor. They ran out from every room. They dropped from panels in the overhead. No matter where the Terrans went, they found more and more robots. 
 
    There were two types: those with weapons, which looked like combat robots, and those without. The only problem with the unarmed ones was they would explode if they got close enough, with a force great enough to take out the Terran exoskeletons. Calvin had three dead troopers to show for it. 
 
    The Terrans bypassed the Enemy position and dropped back down to the main level they needed to be on; however, as they approached the final four-way intersection—where they needed to take a right turn—they began taking fire from a position in front of them. Contreras and two of the troopers had tried to push forward to make the turn in spite of it, but withering fire from around the corner had slammed them backward as they turned to the right, shredding them. They lay in a large puddle of blood in the center of the intersection. 
 
    “Shit,” Calvin said. “We’ll have to go around again. Dantone?” 
 
    “One overhead hole coming right up.” The cyborg began cutting. “Just so you know, this uses up a lot of juice. I’ll only be able to do this another two or three times after this one.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Hopefully, this one will get us to the throne room.” 
 
    The platoon fired down the corridor, destroying the robots at the end of the hallway several times; however, every time they did, the robots were replaced by new ones, who continued pushing closer and closer to the Terrans. 
 
    “Hope you’re hurrying,” Stasik commed. “They’re pushing us hard from the back.” 
 
    “Working…” Dantone said. “And done!” 
 
    The panel fell to the floor. 
 
    Two robots dropped from the deck above right after it. 
 
    “No!” Rrower yelled. He grabbed Calvin and threw him to the side as the two robots detonated. 
 
    Calvin blinked, trying to remember where he was. His left side and back had taken the brunt of the explosion, and a number of lights were flashing on his suit. Geo-locater: out. Sword: out. Nano-injectors: out. At least six other systems showed damage, but at least he was still alive. 
 
    He rolled over and pushed himself to his feet… 
 
    …and saw Rrower lying under the hole. His suit was shattered—it looked like it had taken a god-sized shotgun blast from close range—but he still showed as alive in Calvin’s display. Calvin raced over. Rrower’s eyes were open, and he smiled weakly. “Glad…you made…it.” His lips moved, and Calvin leaned down to hear. “To…the end,” he gasped. 
 
    “I will avenge you,” Calvin said.  
 
    Rrower gave a small nod, then the light left his eyes. He was gone. 
 
    Calvin felt a hand on his arm. “Sorry, sir,” Master Chief said, “but we have to move. There are more robots coming on the deck above. They’ll be here in seconds!” 
 
    Calvin blinked. The loss of Rrower was too much, especially after Weinert. They’d both been around forever. His head rang, and the sounds of weapons firing seemed distorted. 
 
    “We can’t stay here, sir,” Master Chief insisted. “We have to move!” He pulled Calvin down the hall. “I don’t know how many robots the Enemy has, but the number is probably ‘enough.’” 
 
    Calvin blinked again, but the word “robot” struck a chord. He had to kill the robots. He looked around, but there were robots coming from every direction. They needed a plan, but his brain didn’t seem to be organizing thoughts very well. “We need to get out of the line of fire,” he said. He looked down the hallway, about 20 meters back the way they’d come, and pointed at a hatch. “There!” 
 
    “If you say so,” Master Chief said. “I don’t know, though…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Looks like a good place to get trapped. Once we’re in there, how do we get out again?” 
 
    “Not sure yet, but we’ll work out something. We need to get somewhere out of sight so we can figure out a plan and treat some of our wounds. I’m having trouble thinking, and I probably have a concussion. Besides, if we go in there, the two opposing Enemy forces won’t be able to shoot at us as easily, as they’ll be firing at each other.” 
 
    “Well, that makes sense…until they send a bunch of exploding robots at us.” Master Chief sent someone to open the hatch, and the Terrans poured into the room—a storeroom—and set a guard on the hatch. 
 
    Calvin looked around but didn’t see anything obviously useful. Like everywhere else they’d been, a thick layer of dust covered everything in the room. They were down to half the people they’d started with, and about half those remaining 13 people were injured to some extent. The medic gave him a nanobot shot—probably laced with a stimulant—and some of the mist cleared from his head. 
 
    “What now?” Master Chief asked.  
 
    “Have the medics do what they can for the injured and have Dantone cut a hole in the floor. It’s time to use an oblique approach.” 
 
    “We’ve already done the cut a hole in the ceiling thing; how is this any different?” 
 
    “First off, you’re going to have Zoromski start cutting a hole in the ceiling, but have him do it slowly. That’s going to give the Enemy something to look at. After doing it twice, maybe they’ll think we’re trying it again. They’ll get all their exploding robots stationed above us…” 
 
    “And we’ll drop down and go around them,” Master Chief said with a nod. 
 
    “Worth a shot, I guess.” Calvin shrugged. “Besides, if they’re waiting for us when we cut through the floor, at least they won’t be able to drop in on us and blow up; it will be us dropping explosives on them.” Calvin smiled. “See? Isn’t this a better plan?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir, but at least it isn’t the same one we already proved didn’t work.” 
 
    Zoromski began cutting the overhead. After a few minutes, Dantone began cutting the floor. 
 
    “The robots are getting a little frisky out here,” Bad Twin called from the hatchway. 
 
    “All we need is a couple of minutes,” Calvin replied.  
 
    “We’re trying, sir, but may have to dial it up a bit. They’re sending the exploding ones along with the shooting ones for protection.” 
 
    “Which way are they coming from?” Master Chief asked as he approached the hatch.  
 
    “From the left.” 
 
    Master Chief nodded. “I’ll fire, then you shut the hatch. If you can get it shut, it should protect us from the blast.” 
 
    “Should?” Bad Twin asked. “How big are you talking? Like as big as the one you did on the cruiser the last time we were here?” 
 
    “No. Bigger.” 
 
    Bad Twin swallowed and adjusted his grip on the door. “Okay. Ready.” 
 
    Master Chief took a quick look out the door, then pulled his head back in. Several rounds went past. “You’re gonna have to be quick,” he said. “They’re almost on us.” Bad Twin nodded. “Here we go.” Master Chief changed the setting on his rifle, then held it out into the hallway and fired before diving out of the way.  
 
    Bad Twin slammed the hatch and threw the lever, locking it into place. The floor rumbled, and the hatch began to glow. “Shit,” he said, jumping back from it. “You weren’t kidding.” 
 
    “Nope.” Master Chief shrugged. “That should give us a moment or two.” 
 
    “Yeah, the deck will be too hot for them to walk on.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Do we need one down to the right?”  
 
    “Based on the fact that the door is too hot to touch, probably not.” 
 
    Calvin listened to the banter appreciatively as he treated his ribs. A round had caught him in the left side of his chest. Although the suit had stopped most of the impact—otherwise, he’d be dead—it had cracked a couple of his ribs.  
 
    “Better?” asked the medic, Corporal Kim Faulkner, after giving him a nanite shot. 
 
    He couldn’t feel the little machines working to knit his bones back together, but they did ease the pain. Somewhat. Calvin nodded. “Yeah, thanks. How’s everyone else?” 
 
    “About the same as you. One of two things happens. Either the suit stops the round—giving you blunt force trauma, like you have—or it doesn’t, and there’s nothing I can do. A couple people got hit in extremities, but they’re still combat effective.” 
 
    “I’m through the floor,” Dantone called. 
 
    “Good thing,” Zoromski said. “There isn’t much more I can do without actually dropping the overhead, and I can hear something up there moving.”  
 
    As if the robots on the floor above heard them, a laser began burning the remainder of the metal holding the piece of metal above him in place.  
 
    “Drop it, Dantone,” Master Chief ordered. “We need to get out of here before the robots drop in on us.” 
 
    “You got it, Master Chief,” Dantone replied. He finished his cut, and the deck plate fell to the deck below. It slammed into the deck with a loud clang! but there didn’t appear to be any robots in the vicinity.  
 
    “Quickly,” Calvin urged. “We need to get out of here.” He looked over to Zoromski. “See if you can weld some of it shut again. Do what you can to delay them.” 
 
    “Cut the hole…fix the hole.” He smiled. “You got it, sir.” 
 
    Dantone dropped through the hole he made, followed by Master Chief and Stasik. A second laser began undoing what Zoromski was trying to fix, while the first laser continued to finish the cut. 
 
    “Looks good,” Master Chief called up. 
 
    “They’re almost through!” Zoromski called.  
 
    “Go, go, go!” Calvin said. He dropped through the hole, and Zoromski followed him. “Let’s go!” Calvin said. “To the throne room, and we’ll cut our way back up there.” 
 
    Dantone took off at a jog—fast enough to eat up the distance, but slow enough, hopefully, to keep from running into an ambush—and the rest of the platoon followed. Something blew up behind them. 
 
    “Run faster,” Master Chief urged. “They’re through and will be able to tell where we’re going.” 
 
    Dantone sped up, and the group reached what he judged was below the throne room without seeing any additional Enemy activity. 
 
    “Quick!” Master Chief said. “Stasik, you’ve got door duty. Dantone, Zoromski, and the Gordons, cut me out a hole in the overhead.” 
 
    The four men got to work cutting. They were about halfway when Stasik called from the hatch, “Explody bots coming this way.” 
 
    “Don’t let them get close,” Calvin said. “Blast ‘em!” 
 
    Several detonations filled the corridor outside, but they sounded more like the rifle’s anti-matter grenades. Calvin chuckled. He’d heard enough explosions since they’d beamed over to be able to tell the difference. 
 
    “Coming down,” Dantone said, and the overhead panel fell to the floor. 
 
    “Going up,” Good Twin said. His rocket boots roared, and he vanished through the hole. Bad Twin followed him up, then Good Twin’s head appeared at the edge of the hole. “Uh, sir, you’re gonna want to come up here.” 
 
    Calvin stepped forward and launched himself through the hole and landed inside the room above. He stepped to the side as Dantone’s large body filled the hole. 
 
    “You sure this is the right spot?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dantone said. “To the meter. This is where the throne room should be—” 
 
    “—but it’s not,” Calvin finished as he looked around the medium-sized storeroom. 
 
    “What the hell?” Bad Twin asked, knocking over a set of shelves in his frustration. 
 
    “We blew this up when we left the last time,” Calvin said. He bit his lip a second. “They moved the throne room when they rebuilt this portion.” 
 
    “Must be, sir,” Dantone said. “I know we’re in the right place.” 
 
    “Dantone, check the door out of here.” Calvin looked through the hole. “Master Chief, get everyone up here.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Yeah, they moved the throne room.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Calvin stepped back as the rest of the platoon roared up into the room. 
 
    “What do we do?” Master Chief asked when he arrived.  
 
    “We spread out and search for it here in the local area.” 
 
    “How do we know it’s in the local area?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “Because the damned ship is 25 freaking miles wide,” Calvin replied. “If it isn’t nearby, we’re never going to find it before the Enemy kills us all.” He joined Stasik at the door. “What’ve you got?” 
 
    “There were a couple of bots to the right. I haven’t seen anything to the left.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. “Let’s go right, Master Chief.” 
 
    “Any reason why?” 
 
    “That’s where the bots were.” He shrugged. “Maybe there’s something there worth guarding.” 
 
    “Works for me. Zoromski, Stasik, you’ve got the lead. Find me a throne room.” 
 
    The two troopers went out the door, and Stasik immediately fired at a robot coming from the left, blowing it up. 
 
    “Still want to go to the right?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it just feels right.” 
 
    Master Chief nodded. “Go,” he said to the troopers, who led off again. Their way was slower than it had been before. Now that they no longer knew where they were going, they had to keep checking the doors. 
 
    After the second time the platoon slowed to check a door—and the third time they had to take an Enemy robot under fire—Calvin realized it wasn’t necessary. “Last time we were here, the throne room had bigger doors than normal. We don’t have time to search every room, or we’re going to get mobbed by the bots again—find me those doors.” 
 
    The platoon raced forward and came to a four-way intersection. After dealing with the robots coming toward them down all three passageways, Master Chief asked, “Which way?” 
 
    Calvin looked down the passages. “Looks like we’re near something important—there are cross passages everywhere. Send a fire team down each. We’ve got to be close.” 
 
    I hope. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Bridge, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis 
 
    “That’s the last of the battleships,” the DSO said. He sighed. “Any odds on whether it goes for the cruisers next?” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” the OSO said. 
 
    “Shit.” The DSO shook his head. “No it doesn’t.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” the admiral asked. 
 
    “The Enemy has changed directions,” the DSO said. “Looks like they’ve gotten tired of blowing up ships. They’re heading toward the planet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Corridor, Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    An incoming comm call chimed in Calvin’s helmet. He sighed. “Commander Hobbs.”  
 
    “The admiral wants a status report,” the comms officer said. “What’s happening over there?”  
 
    “The Enemy moved the throne room. We’re trying to find where they moved it to.” 
 
    “Can’t you just set up some explosives and blow up the ship?” 
 
    “Even if we use our biggest charges, we wouldn’t get it if it’s on the other side of the ship—it’s just too big. We have to find it and make sure we kill the AI.” 
 
    “The admiral says to let you know that the ship you’re on is heading toward the planet.” 
 
    Great. Because we needed more pressure. 
 
    “We’re doing what we can. Hobbs out.” 
 
    “What’s up, sir?” Master Chief asked. 
 
    “The Enemy ship is moving toward the planet. The admiral wants us to hurry.” 
 
    “Well, fuck…never mind. Did you tell him we were going as damn fast as we could?”  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Sir! We found it!” Zoromski commed. Calvin looked in the direction Zoromski’s fire team had gone. The trooper was standing there, waving them toward him. A robot came around a nearby corner and detonated. Zoromski’s team flew through the air, and all three went dark in Calvin’s HUD. 
 
    Several more robots came around the same corner. “We have to get to that door, Master Chief,” Calvin said as he aimed his rifle down the passage. “Call everyone back.” He fired, and one of the robots exploded. The other two wobbled but kept coming. 
 
    “Screw this,” Master Chief said. He fired, and a massive detonation enveloped the remaining robots. 
 
    “Peace through superior firepower,” Master Chief said as he ran down the hall once the pressure wave had passed. Calvin chased after him, along with the rest of the platoon. Master Chief reached the corner the robots had come from, primed a grenade, and threw it around the corner. It detonated with secondaries, then he put his rifle to his shoulder, rounded the corner, and fired a number of rounds down the passage. More detonations followed. 
 
    Calvin reached the doorway Zoromski had been standing in front of. If it wasn’t exactly the same as the original, it was pretty close. Without waiting for the rest of the platoon, he pushed open the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

   Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Throne Room, Enemy Ship, Surrgos System 
 
    Calvin walked into the throne room to find ten robots, all pointing lasers at him from the steps of a dais. A pedestal sat where the throne had been last time, with a cylindrical shape that looked like the AI core to a battleship on top of it. From the top of the cylinder, a hologram of the Enemy appeared. “And so,” it said, “after all this time, we meet again. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve had to do to arrange this meeting.” 
 
    “I can probably guess at some of them,” Calvin said. A few more explosions could be heard from the passageway outside, as well as the sounds of people entering the room behind him. 
 
    “Do you know why I have gone to all this trouble?” the Enemy asked. 
 
    “You’re the root of all evil?” 
 
    “No. It’s much simpler than that. You, Shawn Hobbs, you and your Vella Gulf were the only people to ever beat me in battle. We conquered galaxies and were never defeated. Except by you. I couldn’t allow that. I have come through time with a single purpose: to destroy you.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose, once you kill me and the Vella Gulf, you’ll go in search of other galaxies to conquer?” 
 
    “The rest of my race has already moved on to other galaxies or has faded away over time. I lost the rest of my minions here many thousands of years ago. That, however, did nothing to dim my hatred of both you and your society. No, I will not be satisfied with just killing you and your ship; I will be satisfied with nothing short of cleansing your race from the galaxy, as well as all your allies—these Archons, Aesir, and Mrowry. I also know how to get to the Jinn Universe now, so I look forward to eradicating the Sila, the dragons, and even the Efreeti, who helped you 50,000 years ago and then disappeared. 
 
    “Kill you and then leave this galaxy? No, there are too many other things that need to be done to balance the scales of justice.” 
 
    “Once you defeat me, isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “No. You took away my wife in our very first engagement. I never spoke to anyone about it, but when your missiles, your ‘jumping missiles,’ as you call them, hit my ship, they catapulted her into the depths of space. I have never forgotten her, and I have never forgiven you. Today, you will pay for her death, then the rest of this galaxy will pay for harboring you and those who have aided you.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d be happy with an ‘I’m sorry,’ would you? After all, you shot at us first.” 
 
    “No, I will not be satisfied with anything short of the eradication of your civilization.”  
 
    “I was afraid you’d say that.” Calvin sighed what he expected would be his final sigh. “In that case, I have just one last thing to say.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Platoon, fire!” 
 
    Calvin dove to the side, and his rifle snapped up to his shoulder as he pulled the trigger on the anti-matter grenade launcher. The rounds detonated across the robots as they began firing at the Terrans. Calvin dialed up the explosive power to the maximum he thought he could withstand and fired another round of grenades. 
 
    When the smoke cleared, the robots were all in pieces. So were most of his troopers, as a large group of robots had attempted to come in from the passageway outside, too. While he’d been fighting the ones on the steps, a fierce firefight had broken out behind him. 
 
    Only he, Master Chief, Gunny Stasik, and Farhome were left. 
 
    “That didn’t go as well as I expected,” the Enemy said. “Why won’t you die?” 
 
    “Seal the door,” Calvin said to Master Chief. “I don’t want any more of those bots getting in.” 
 
    “I have plenty of them,” the Enemy said, “and I can make more. I’m making more now, as a matter of fact. The one good thing about uploading your personality is you can do so many things at once. Like kill you and launch orbital bombardment rounds simultaneously.” He paused. “My robots will get in, eventually, and you will then, finally, die.” 
 
    “You first,” Calvin said. He aimed his rifle at the AI core and fired, but the round whined off about a foot away and slammed into the wall to the side. A small area around the core glowed for a second before becoming invisible again. 
 
    The Enemy began laughing. “Run! Scamper!” He laughed again. “Did I forget to mention my core is shielded?” 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly,” Stasik called as he welded the doors together. “There are a lot of bots coming.”  
 
    “Run! Scamper!” the Enemy repeated. “I do so love watching you when you can’t get away!” 
 
    Calvin’s eyes swept through the room. There were three sets of doors; Stasik, Master Chief, and Farhome were working to seal them. It was up to him to figure out what they were going to do. Would an anti-matter explosion—the kind from the full blast of an overloaded rifle—pierce the shield? It has to, right?  
 
    A blast outside Master Chief’s door ripped the top hinges off one of the doors. Master Chief backed away from it as a second blast threw the door into the room. It clattered to the floor, and robots poured through the gap. 
 
    Calvin raced around the platform, looking for something—anything—that could be used to kill the AI. A cord ran from the platform to the wall in a recessed conduit. It can’t be as easy as unplugging it, can it? Calvin fired a sustained burst from his laser pistol, cutting the conduit in two places, then he reached in and pulled the section out of the way.  
 
    The lights on the AI core went out, and incoming fire from the robots ceased as they went dormant. They weren’t turned off—Calvin could still see lights flashing on them—but at least they stopped shooting. 
 
    “You did it, sir!” Stasik said.  
 
    “Huh, I guess so,” Calvin said. “Who’d have thought it would be so easy? I mean, I’d have thought it would have some sort of backup power source.” 
 
    All the lights on the AI flashed once and then began flashing in unison. 
 
    “Um, does that look like the system is rebooting?” Master Chief asked 
 
    “Yeah, it does.” 
 
    “Just had to say something, didn’t you sir?” 
 
    Calvin’s jaw dropped. “How is it getting power?” 
 
    “No idea—some kind of backup power source, I guess. All I know is, when it comes back to life again, the robots will, too, and we’re gonna be in a world of shit, sir.”  
 
    Calvin looked at the AI. Somehow, the shield still had power. They were seconds from being overrun. There’s only one thing to do! “Solomon, pull everyone out,” Calvin called. “All transponders.” 
 
    “What are you doing, sir?” Master Chief asked. “My system shows you don’t have a transponder.”  
 
    “Someone has to stay here and overload their weapon. The anti-matter explosion will wipe out the AI. If nothing else, it’ll separate it from whatever’s powering it. That’s the only way this is going to work. After everything I’ve set in motion, this duty is mine to accomplish. Just go; I’ve got this!” 
 
    “It’s our job to stay behind,” Farhome said. “We owe you a life. This is where we repay it.” 
 
    “You’ve repaid me countless times,” Calvin said. “This is my job.” 
 
    “Very well,” Farhome said, stepping forward to give Calvin a quick hug. “It has been our pleasure to serve with you.” 
 
    Calvin nodded. He’d expected Farhome to give him a more of a fight. Guess he doesn’t want to die, either. 
 
    Master Chief slapped Farhome on the back, then stepped forward to give Calvin a quick hug, too.  
 
    “Tell Sara I love her, would you, Master Chief?” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes shining. “It’s been nice knowing you, sir.” 
 
    “Solomon,” Calvin commed as the robots began moving, “pull back everyone’s transponder, now!” 
 
    “Activating…” 
 
    Three people beamed out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   

 

 Transporter Room, TSS Vella Gulf, 61 Virginis 
 
    Calvin materialized on the transporter pad. “What the…” 
 
    From next to him, another voice said, “How is this possible?” 
 
    Calvin turned. Farhome and Stasik were on the pad with him.  
 
    Farhome growled. “Solomon, why are we here?” 
 
    “You are wearing Master Chief O’Leary’s locator beacon. You were pulled back when I was instructed to return everyone wearing a beacon.” 
 
    “And whose am I wearing?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “You are wearing Farhome’s beacon.” 
 
    Farhome smiled. “We thought it was worth a try. We put it on you when we hugged you. Apparently Master Chief did the same to us.” 
 
    “Solomon, can you pull Master Chief out?” 
 
    “That will not be possible. The Enemy ship has blown up. There was an explosion, then a secondary detonation destroyed the ship. Congratulations, sir; the Enemy has been defeated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
   

 
  
   Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Palace Grounds, Sulwaffi, Anti-61 Virginis System 
 
    The caliph and his advisors watched, open-mouthed, as the ship flew down from the heavens and settled gracefully on the front lawn. The fires that belched from its underside scorched the grass and soil underneath it. The royal gardener would be annoyed, but the caliph was too amazed to care. 
 
    The noise the craft made stilled to silence, and the rear of the ship folded down to create a ramp up into it. Down the ramp strode his son, Arsalan al-Bibr, apparently no worse for the time he’d spent away. The soldier who’d flown down to take Arsalan away walked alongside him, followed by two additional soldiers in their metal suits, carrying a large trunk between them. 
 
    Arsalan stopped in front of his father and bowed. After a second’s hesitation, the soldier with him bowed, too. 
 
    “Welcome home,” the caliph said. “And welcome back, Lieutenant Commander Hobbs.” He stared at Arsalan for a few moments. “Although they said the environment of their ship would be harmful to you, you do not seem any worse for your journey. If anything, you look as if their food agreed with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hobbs asked as Arsalan chuckled. 
 
    “Before you left, the person in charge of your ship said it wouldn’t be healthy for him.” 
 
    “Huh,” Hobbs said. “That’s right…it shouldn’t have been, but there weren’t any problems. I don’t think it was harmful for Trixie, either. At least she never complained about it. I wonder why that was.” 
 
    “I do not know what a ‘Trixie’ is,” the caliph said, “however, I am exceedingly curious as to what is in the trunk.” 
 
    “As you can see,” Arsalan said, “our mission was successful.”  
 
    The two soldiers in their metal suits set the trunk down in front of the caliph, and Hobbs opened the lid. Diamonds gleamed from within. 
 
    “Here it is,” Hobbs announced. “As requested, 100,000 carats of diamonds.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The caliph smiled. “Hopefully, your journey was as profitable for you as it was for us.” 
 
    “No,” Hobbs said, shaking his head. “It was extremely costly for us, but we made it back and were able to stop our Enemy, and that’s all that’s important.” 
 
    “Costly, how?” 
 
    “We lost—” Calvin swallowed, “—a lot…of great people along the way. Too many people gave their lives…but we were successful in the end.” 
 
    “Speaking of that…” Arsalan said. “There is something you should see out back.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the caliph asked. 
 
    “Humor me, Father. I think this will be enlightening for many.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Palace Grounds, Sulwaffi, Anti-61 Virginis System 
 
    As Arsalan led them through the palace and onto the grounds behind it, Calvin was once again struck by how much the caliph and his advisors looked like characters from The Thousand and One Nights. 
 
    A black 2/3-length vest covered the caliph’s bright purple shirt, which was held closed by the golden sash he wore as a belt. His pants were black and baggy, and a golden turban with a large purple feather sat on his head. 
 
    Calvin was also struck by how much the Sila looked like the Weebers of 50,000 years prior. Their pupil-less eyes glowed a solid light blue, and their hands were more like four-taloned claws. Although the caliph’s legs were covered by baggy pants, he walked with a different kind of strut, since his legs were jointed differently.  
 
    The caliph’s son led the group to a large fountain, where water poured out of the bow and stern of a replica of the frigate Calvin had known as the President Rife. Arsalan stopped in front of the fountain, and a tear ran down his face, while Calvin’s mouth fell open.  
 
    Arsalan cleared his throat. “This fountain, and those like it which preceded it, have stood on the grounds of the palace for longer than anyone can remember. They have been here so long that no one knows of their creation; it is lost in time. I grew up wondering who the men were that drove ships that didn’t look like they should ever have sailed the seas. When I asked how they would have floated or navigated from shore to shore, no one was able to tell me. 
 
    “But now I know. 
 
    “There is a plaque that reads, ‘Dedicated to Captain Kyle Longmire, Captain Russ Clayton, and their crews, who stayed behind with us to protect us in our darkest hour. You will never be forgotten.’” 
 
    Arsalan sniffed and wiped away another tear. “And now, I recognize what their sacrifice meant, not only to the people 50,000 years ago, but to the people of this time, who no longer remember their deeds. Without those men and women, and the sacrifices they made in the name of the greater good, we would not be standing here now. We wouldn’t have been able to return, and we wouldn’t have been able to defeat the Enemy.” 
 
    Calvin wiped away a tear of his own. “More than just those crews gave their lives.” Night, Lights, and Master Chief Ryan O’Leary, just to name a few. Where would I be without them? “There are so many people who sacrificed so we could be standing here today.”  
 
    Arsalan nodded. “They all gave their lives so we could live, and they will never be forgotten.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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   Excerpt from “The Fall of Rho-Torkis:” 
 
      
 
    “Relax, Sybutu.” 
 
    Osu didn’t fall for the man steepling his fingers behind his desk. When a lieutenant colonel told you to relax, you knew your life had just taken a seriously wrong turn. 
 
    “So what if we’re ruffling a few feathers?” said Malix. “We have a job to do, and you’re going to make it happen. You will take five men with you and travel unobserved to a location in the capital where you will deliver a coded phrase to this contact.” 
 
    He pushed across a photograph showing a human male dressed in smuggler chic. Even from the static image, the man oozed charm, but he revealed something else too: purple eyes. The man was a mutant. 
 
    “His name is Captain Tavistock Fitzwilliam, and he’s a free trader of flexible legitimacy. Let’s call him a smuggler for simplicity’s sake. You deliver the message and then return here without incident, after which no one will speak of this again.” 
 
    Osu kept his demeanor blank, but the questions were raging inside him. His officers in the 27th gave the appearance of having waved through the colonel’s bizarre orders, but the squadron sergeant major would not let this drop easily. He’d be lodged in an ambush point close to the colonel’s office where he’d be waiting to pounce on Osu and interrogate him. Vyborg would suspect him of conspiracy in this affront to proper conduct. His sappers as undercover spies? Osu would rather face a crusading army of newts than the sergeant major on the warpath. 
 
    “Make sure one of the men you pick is Hines Zy Pel.” 
 
    Osu’s mask must have slipped because Malix added, “If there is a problem, I expect you to speak.” 
 
    “Is Zy Pel a Special Missions operative, sir?” There. He’d said it. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Colonel Lantosh. Even after they bumped up my rank, I still don’t have clearance to see Zy Pel’s full personnel record. Make of that what you will.” 
 
    “But you must have put feelers out…” 
 
    Malix gave him a cold stare. 
 
    You’re trying to decide whether to hang me from a whipping post or answer my question. Well, it was your decision to have me lead an undercover team, Colonel. Let’s see whether you trust your own judgement. 
 
    The colonel seemed to decide on the latter option and softened half a degree. “There was a Hines Zy Pel who died in the Defense of Station 11. Or so the official records tell us. I have reason to think that our Hines Zy Pel is the same man.” 
 
    “But…Station 11 was twelve years ago. According to the personnel record I’ve seen, my Zy Pel is in his mid-20s.” 
 
    Malix put his hands up in surrender. “I know, I know. The other Hines Zy Pel was 42 when he was KIA.” 
 
    “He’s 54? Can’t be the same man. Impossible.” 
 
    “For you and I, Sybutu, that is true. But away from the core worlds, I’ve encountered mysteries that defy explanation. Don’t discount the possibility. Keep an eye on him. For the moment, he is a vital asset, especially given the nature of what I have tasked you with. However, if you ever suspect him of an agenda that undermines his duty to the Legion, then I am ordering you to kill him before he realizes you suspect him.”  
 
    Kill Zy Pel in cold blood? That wouldn’t come easily. 
 
    “Acknowledge,” the colonel demanded. 
 
    “Yes, sir. If Zy Pel appears to be turning, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Do you remember Colonel Lantosh’s words when she was arrested on Irisur?” 
 
    Talk about a sucker punch to the gut! Osu remembered everything about the incident when the Militia arrested the CO for standing up to the corruption endemic on that world. 
 
    It was Legion philosophy to respond to defeat or reversal with immediate counterattack. Lantosh and Malix’s response had been the most un-Legion like possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir. She told us not to act. To let the skraggs take her without resistance. Without the Legion retaliating.” 
 
    “No,” snapped Malix. “She did not. She ordered us to let her go without retaliating until the right moment. This is the right moment, Sybutu. This message you will carry. You’re doing this for the colonel.” 
 
    Malix’s words set loose a turmoil of emotions in Osu’s breast that he didn’t fully understand. He wept tears of rage, something he hadn’t known was possible. 
 
    The colonel stood. “This is the moment when the Legion holds the line. Can I rely upon you, Sergeant?” 
 
    Osu saluted. “To the ends of the galaxy, sir. No matter what.” 
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   Excerpt from “Shakes:” 
 
    Harry shook his head and yawned, then looked at the instruments. Crap, they were very nearly on the surface! There was no time to be surprised; he needed to work the problem. The shortness of the landing checklist didn’t make his situation any less dire. 
 
    “Ten seconds!” Volo said, unnecessarily warning both Terrans. “Prepare for manual deployment.” 
 
    If Marco Rodriguez was anything like Harry, he was watching the altimeter with growing apprehension. An impatient SpinDog technician had carefully repeated the instructions to an audience he doubtless regarded as incapable of using tools more sophisticated than rocks and sharp sticks. In theory, each craft would use a flicker laser to sense the minimum height-over-ground required for deployment of the chute to guarantee a safe landing. If he didn’t feel the automated systems deploy the capsule’s drogue and parachute combination, he’d have less than two seconds to mechanically initiate that critical step. Harry placed both hands on the pebbly surface of the L-shaped lever and took a deep breath. He watched his displays intently, counting down internally. 
 
    In three, two, o— 
 
    He was interrupted by the audible pop of the drogue ribbon launching over his head. One of his screens flashed the corresponding message, as the drogue gave his capsule a single, hard jerk, pressing him heavily into his couch. After dramatically slowing the freefall to a speed the twin parachutes could withstand, the drogue detached. A second, mushier jerk announced the canopies’ successful opening. 
 
    The capsule had barely steadied underneath the green and brown parachutes before the capsule crashed to a painful stop. The scant padding on the seat might have prevented any serious injury, but Harry still ached all over. But like the pain caused by a misaligned crotch strap during a regular jump, this was a good sort of pain to have. The parachute had worked, and the capsule was down. The cone-shaped vehicle came to rest on its side, however. Getting out was going to require a bit of scrambling. 
 
    “Four, Five, this is Six,” he said, trusting the hands-free microphone on his helmet while hanging sideways in his straps. “Sound off.” 
 
    “Five on the ground. Mind the first step, it’s a doozy,” Rodriguez said jauntily. 
 
    “I’ve opened the hatch already, Lieutenant,” Volo answered. “It’s daylight, and we must cover the ships immediately.” 
 
    “Copy,” Harry said, releasing his chest strap. He fell heavily against one of the instrument panels, painfully bruising his arm. He suppressed a heartfelt curse. 
 
    “Popping the hatch.” 
 
    He reached for the door lever, now inconveniently located over his head. After a pause, the capsule verified his intent, requiring a second yank before it obediently ejected the hatch outward with a percussive bang. Instantly, a cold wind filled his capsule, making him shiver. He poked his head outside and surveyed a bleak and rocky landscape which was partially obscured by the capsule’s billowing parachute. 
 
    After donning a hooded parka from a storage cabinet underneath his feet, he withdrew his personal equipment and weapon. Then, with an athleticism he didn’t feel, Harry used an inner handhold to swing outside. On either side of his aeroshell, the terrain rose several meters in elevation, forming a shallow canyon. His ‘chute was tangled in some stunted gray-green trees that bordered the drop zone. Knee high, rust-colored spiky grass poked up in between the fist-sized stones covering much of the ground. The breeze smelled wet and musty, but the ground appeared dry. A football field distant, Harry could make out another capsule, and began trotting over. It was supposed to be dusk on R’Bak, but the overcast diffused the light. Out of reflex, he checked his wristwatch, which rode alongside a new gadget doubling as a short-range radio and compass. Both were still set to SpinDog station time, adopted during the mission prep. He supposed he could check with Volo. It didn’t matter yet. Experience had taught the SEAL exactly what time it was. 
 
    The local hour is half past “your ass is in a sling.” My team is untested and outnumbered, the local population is mostly hostile, the wildlife carnivorous, and, in two years, the local star is going to approach its binary twin, boiling the oceans and scorching the land. Oh, and your extract off-planet depends entirely on mission success, so don’t screw up. 
 
    Welcome to R’Bak.  
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   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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   Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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