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Prologue

The human race is no more. Unified under the Chinese-led Gongyue Government, the people of Earth have founded an interstellar empire. This empire is divided into two classes: the tall privileged Ren, who alone have been allowed to settle the best worlds fit for humanoid life, and the stocky Mei, relegated to the Tiandao, artificial cities floating in gas giant planets with punishing gravity, and tasked with the mining of xinium particles, vital to space travel. This unstable empire is beset by an unknown Enemy. The Long War against this Enemy has continued for a generation with an almost unbroken chain of defeats. Faced with total annihilation, the ministers of the Gongyue Government have placed their hope in a secret project, a new type of ship using experimental technology. After years of research and development the ship is ready; all that remains is finding a crew.  


Chapter 1

Admiral Song was browsing the news of the day, summoning and dismissing one image after another with a careless wave of his hand. These were official newscasts from the capitol world of Zhongxing, brought in special by an unmarked transport with an encrypted navicomputer that required three days to plot a course. Three-day-old news was a small price to pay for secrecy, after all. The talking heads went on and on about cultural festivals, Ren-Mei cooperation, and how the war effort had finally turned the corner. All lies of course. 

Song sipped his tea and cursed, lukewarm; he had been at this longer than he intended. He ran his finger over a rough patch on his desk, easily missed by one not looking for it, and summoned the uncensored reports. The strip used a few fresh skin flakes to authenticate his security clearance and compiled his genetic code down to a level exact enough to catch a cloned spy.  

A paranoid part of Song's mind worried that his security clearance had been revoked and the project would be shuttered. It was irrational, of course. They wouldn't shut down the project, not now, with the final prototype so close to completion. A few uneasy moments passed as the computer ran through the authentication process. 

Perhaps he'd been right to worry. Perhaps the Central Committee did not believe in his project after all. Song wondered if some political reshuffling on a world half a galaxy away had finally stripped him of his authority before he was granted access with a soft satisfying hum. He let out a breath he didn't realize he'd been holding. 

It was all there: casualty reports, shipyards that struggled to meet the quotas set by the Logistics Office, minutes from the meetings of the same where blame was passed around like a ball from some macabre sport, suppressed labor demonstrations from Mei sectors, and most worrying of all, ships sent out on patrol that never returned.  

The numbers were month to month and year to year, painting an eloquent portrait of the coming disaster. Even with Chairwoman Cao’s fiscal sorcery they’d be totally insolvent within a decade. Outlying worlds fell uncontested, and even the victories lauded in official channels were better described as indecisive skirmishes.  

Song had been observing these trends for years. At times he feared he was the only one who could see the end coming. If nothing changed they were all dead. If.  

"The candidate is ready to see you, sir," a voice said over the intercom.  

He started a bit at that. "Excellent. Please send her in," he said. Song relaxed for a moment. No point in worrying now. The die is cast. 

Song stood to his feet as a woman entered the room. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties, standard military haircut, pretty normal looking, all things considered. The one thing that stood out to Song was her small eyes. They scanned his whole office in a split second before settling on him. Fast eyes, fast mind. 

Her build was typical Ren, tall and slender, shaped by the low gravity of Zhongxing, so different from the planet their kind originally evolved on, back when Zhongxing was Huoxing, or Mars in the dominant language of that day. 

"Good afternoon, Lieutenant Commander Wen. I trust you know why you're here," Song said, gesturing to a seat in front of his desk.

"Thank you, Admiral, but I'm not sure what I could have done to merit all of this," the woman said. 

She sat down and scratched at her uniform collar, a stiff navy blue number that might’ve never been worn before. This meeting had been arranged in haste and anybody could tell it wasn't ordinary business. She would be on edge, but that was to the good. Now to get her measure. 

"I think we both know why you're here, Commander, but I'd like to hear your side of the story before I pass judgment." 

She’d been in action only days ago and he had personally sent the orders to bring her here. Her military record, her psychological evaluations, everything matched what they needed. But those reports could be inaccurate. He had to make sure. This was it. Would she be who they needed her to be? 

"I'm not sure what I did wrong, Admiral. If this is about that action last week, I know I didn't have orders to fire but I had the shot and I took it," Wen said carefully. 

"Interesting. Could you explain your reasoning?" 

"This isn't the first time I've done something like this." 

"All the same, Commander, I'd like to hear it. Give me your version of what happened." 

She exhaled, straightened her posture and steeled her expression. 

"It was a routine op. Our squadron was shifting from system to system looking for Enemy activity. We ran into a small Enemy battle group in an uninhabited sector. They spotted us, realized we outnumbered them, and started to run. They were well outside our effective range and we didn't have much hope of catching them before they shifted out, so the Captain didn't order us to pursue. 

"I was at my gunnery station and noticed the last one was slow to turn. We had been in system for a while and the main gun was locked and loaded. It was a long shot but I had the perfect angle. I only needed the Enemy ship to maintain its course long enough for my shot to connect. Their shields were down so one hit was all it would take."

Song raised an eyebrow. "You took the shot?"

"I took the shot. One enemy dreadnought down."

Good initiative, a little rash though. "You realize that's dangerous, don't you, Commander? You fire when the Captain doesn't mean for you to and you endanger everyone."

"We weren't in danger; they were running!" she said emphatically. 

"You believe yourself qualified to make that judgment? You think you're command material?” he pressed her. 

She paused, looking unsure of herself once more. 

"I don't think that's my call, sir,” she said, deflating. 

"You're right. It's my call."

"Your call? But sir, with all due respect, aren't you an engineer? Logistics isn't ordinary Navy."

"We make the ships. I might have a ship for you."

Her eyes narrowed. "A ship for me? I've applied to the Command Course twice a year since I left the Academy. I got my latest rejection months back."

"I might have a ship for you, depending on how you answer my next question."

"Sir?"

"Why do you think you were rejected?"

"With respect sir, I know why."

"Well?"

"I'm too aggressive. I take risks. A dreadnought is an expensive piece of military hardware. I'm not the kind of person High Command would trust with one."

"And your mother was never popular,” Song added. Mustn’t forget the political angle.  

She sighed. "And my mother was never popular. If she didn't pull that stunt while I was in the Academy she might’ve been relieved."

"She's been dead several years now. What a waste."

"Well, there is a war on, sir. I imagine lots of people's mothers are dead," Wen said coolly. 

"Even so, your mother in particular is sorely missed, by some of us, anyway. It was her strategy that has kept us in this war for so long. She was one of our best. Damned foolish thing we did sending her on that suicide mission. Well, perhaps you can make up for all that." 

"Sir?" 

"High Command fears you would be too much like her."

"I've considered that possibility."

"As have I, Captain." She'll do. She must.  

"Captain!?"

"I do believe I have a ship for you, but not a dreadnought,” he said brightly. 

"Not a dreadnought? A transport then?"

She looked disappointed. Admiral Song held up his hand.

"This is going to require some explanation. We're preparing to change our strategy in the war. Since the failure of the First Offensive we've been using your mother’s, that is, Admiral Wen's strategy of avoiding large scale battles, moving our ships around in small squadrons, forcing the enemy to spread out their fleet in an attempt to engage us. 'He who defends everything defends nothing' and all that. We've established local superiority on numerous occasions and inflicted some losses, more losses than we've taken at any rate, though proportionally it's about even. 

"This strategy has slowed them down and taken some of the pressure off our colonies. It's even allowed us to land some marine units behind Enemy lines and contest their occupation of our worlds. Production has been increasing but it's just not enough. Their numeric advantage is still decisive. We need the initiative back or we're finished."

Song locked eyes with her and Wen held his gaze. "And how do we do that?" she asked. 

"That's where you come in. It's true that you don't really have the psychology for a dreadnought. Dreadnought combat is tactically limited. Make one mistake or break formation and suddenly you've been flanked and lost half your fleet. Every movement must be measured and deliberate. Even our best dreadnought captains cannot avoid being enveloped if the enemy brings their superior numbers to bear, which they do at any opportunity."

"So if we can't out-produce them how do we deal with their numbers?"

"What if I told you that there's a new kind of ship for a new kind of warfare? Dreadnoughts aren't the only way to fight in space. As near as we can determine nothing but a dim record of the last galactic conflict survives, and that war was fought with dreadnoughts. Naval warfare hasn't evolved since then because there's been no reason. Now we have a reason. Dreadnoughts are slow and predictable. I’ve got something better for you." 

"A ship that can fight outnumbered and win? Where do I sign up?"

It might’ve been a trick of the light but Song could’ve sworn Wen looked just like her mother when she asked that. "You've already been selected. Now, I think it's time for you to see your ship, Captain Wen."

Song stood up and made his way to the door.

She scrambled to her feet. "What, now?" 

"No time like the present, Captain. A Captain needs her ship, after all."

"I don't think I'll ever get used to that. I've been a terminal Lieutenant Commander for years."

"Then I think you're about due for a promotion. Let's get going."

Admiral Song led her deeper into the facility at a brisk pace. The station was organized as a series of concentric rings with plenty of restricted corridors branching off the main thoroughfare. They avoided those and kept to the main path. The two of them proceeded in silence for a time, with Wen following Song's lead.

"I had no idea we had anything like this," she said after a while.

"A necessity, I fear,” Song said as a guard waved them through a checkpoint. “The Gongyue Government has been building Dark Facilities like this for years. It's all part of the plan to decentralize production. We lost too many shipyards in the early days. There's a lot of dark space in between stars to hide things. As much of a pain as it's been to relocate everything important to the middle of nowhere, I think it's been worth it." 

"This doesn't look like a shipyard. It doesn't look like anything. The transport that brought me looked like it docked at at a black hole." 

"Ah, that would be due to the EM absorptive polymer that coats the whole station. Very expensive, but you can’t put a price on secrecy. This Facility is impossible to find using conventional means. We take no chances. You need a special scanner to even approach without hitting something. All classified, by the way, you didn't hear that from me."

She smiled for the first time. "My lips are sealed, sir. But still, I don't see how a place like this could function as a shipyard."

"This isn't a shipyard, not exactly, though we do have some facilities along that line for producing prototypes, nothing as large as a dreadnought, mind you, but we do have other irons in the fire."

"Like my ship?"

"Among other things, yes,” he replied enigmatically. 

"Is that what it is? Is my ship made from those EM-absorbing polymers? Some kind of invisible stealth ship?"

"Oh no. Those polymers are no good for combat. They have a bad reaction with massive light shields. Besides, it's not impossible to triangulate a ship's location from its fire pattern. An experienced gunnery officer like yourself should know that." 

"Then what is it?"

"Patience, Captain, we're getting there, just a few more checkpoints." 

They walked and talked for a while longer before, finally, they reached a guard station larger than the others they’d passed on their way, staffed by Ren marines in intimidating black uniforms with flechette guns at the ready. Their conversation came to an abrupt halt and Song gave them his pass. Authentication took long enough to become awkward until, mercifully, the credentials passed the electronic check and the duty officer allowed them through without saying a word.

Song paused a moment to collect himself. He hated those checkpoints. Surely, they recognized his face by now? It was his project. But no, he’d had to go through security like everyone else, for the whole length of the project. Never mind that it was a closed facility and unauthorized personnel had no way of even getting to the station. The forms of Gongyue bureaucracy had to be obeyed. 

"It's not often you see Ren marines. The ones I've served with in the past have been mostly Mei," Wen said once they were out of earshot.  

"As I said, we take no chances. Only the most politically reliable guards are allowed here. I think that duty officer is the nephew of somebody on the Central Committee now that you mention it."

"Seems the type. I thought I recognized him from the search they gave me when I was brought here. They took a hair sample, saliva sample, and made me put on a new uniform, what a pain." 

"Captain—" 

"No chances. I get it. So where's the ship?"

Song indicated a lift at the end of the anteroom and they took it down into an enormous drydock. What stood before them was a ship in the likeness of a dreadnought, but much smaller. It was a great cylinder made up of segmented rings which tapered towards the front and terminated in a single cannon.

Wen wilted visibly. "It seems—" 

"Small?" said a voice with a strange, flat accent. "You mean me or the ship? I'll have you know my height is well above average for people born on Jupiter Tiandao!" 

An exceedingly short Mei woman with light brown skin and hair in a messy bun approached them from under the structure.

"Captain Wen, allow me to introduce Professor Dona Bruzio, project lead," Song said. 

"What happened to high security?" Wen asked, nonplussed.  

"I have the highest security clearance you can get, girl. Song Ming, this is the one? Doesn't look like much." 

"I could say the same about your toy of a ship," Wen said, getting heated.

"Now wait just a min—"

"Ladies, please! This is not the time." Song got between them. Not the most auspicious beginning I could hope for. 

"I think it is, Admiral. You can't honestly expect me to fly this thing in combat," Wen said, walking from bow to stern. "What's this? There's no way a ship of this size could take on a dreadnought."

"Not alone, no," Song said. 

"Not ever! There's no way this ship could punch through a dreadnought's shields. Your shot would have no room to accelerate. This has got to be a joke. The mass of its own shields would probably tear it apart, and where's the reactor? A dreadnought reactor worthy of the name would take up half the ship. There's no way it could operate independently." 

"Your apprehension is understandable, Captain, but you don't have all the information," Song Said.  "This isn't going how I intended at all; I brought you here to explain." 

"So explain,” Wen demanded. 

"Let’s just say the ship is more than the sum of its parts. Professor Bruzio's can tell you more. Dona, if you would?" 

"I don't know, Song Ming. These military types lack creativity. Well, I suppose I can dumb it down enough for her to understand,” the short woman said haughtily. 

"Dona, please—" 

"Okay, okay. Let's start at the beginning." She gave a mocking salute. "Dona Bruzio is the name, Naval R&D, designer of the Mark IV dreadnought and engineering lead on Operation Escalade, namely, this ship you see before you.

"So, massive light. Hundreds of years ago back on Earth old Dr. Gao discovered if you passed light through a differential gravity filter you could alter the shape of the photons and smash 'em together until they had significant mass. Of course, if light has mass it has energy.  

"Solar power, and later true fusion are suddenly viable. There's a new industrial revolution as we discover all the things we can do with it. Pretty much everything runs on the stuff. Best of all, we can weaponize it. Force fields, charges on rail guns, kilometer-long killer spaceships. Boom." 

She turned on her heel and paused for effect. "Then he discovered you could do the same thing with xinium particles. Big boom." 

"Greenshifting, I get it. What does high school level physics have to do with anything?" Wen asked. 

"I’m getting there, if you’d let me finish. So impatient.” Bruzio took a breath. “Okay. The Gao Radiation Energy Event Nadir. When you smash two xinium particles together they release enough energy to tear a hole in space-time. Whatever's inside of that reaction floats around in absolute nothing for a few seconds until reality decides to settle down and it pops in someplace else. We can even control it to a degree." 

"Only to a degree? It's how we move from system to system," Wen said. 

"Sure, sure, but I don't have to tell you how damned inefficient it is, and I should know; I'm an efficiency expert. I used to work on a xinium mining barge back on Jupiter. Xinium mining barges have to be efficient. If one little thing is out of place and your cargo isn't properly contained-BOOM!” She clapped her hands in an exaggerated motion. 

“Too bad my heart couldn't take it anymore, the gravity you know, so now I work for the Naval design bureau." 

"So this ship is...efficient?" Wen asked tentatively. 

"Like no other. It's an improvement in every way over the Mark IV." 

"I've heard about those only just getting open space deployments, never seen one in action."

"Then you're missing out, Cap. You know how Enemy shields hold just a little longer and their guns hit just a little harder? Not anymore. Now we're even, or we would be if they didn't outnumber us three to one, but never mind that. Wait. Where was I?"

"You were referring to the efficiency of greenshift jumps," Song said helpfully. 

"That's right. I was. Efficiency. Anyway, it's a nightmare for coordination. There’s always an element of randomness. A fleet of any size will be hopelessly strung out on the other side of a greenshift jump, not to mention completely helpless with shields down and energy sinks empty. Bringing those systems online takes whole minutes and all the while you're sitting ducks for whatever welcoming committee the Enemy has waiting for you. But not anymore.

"I've invented a new drive core, a prismatic computer that stores data as multi-spectrum light and makes exponential calculations by passing the light through a series non-euclidean geometric constructs. Conventional electronics large enough to do the same job would be too much for even a dreadnought to handle.

"Imagine coming out of a shift exactly where you mean to. It's merely a matter of controlling the outpour of energy so the space-time is only cut up just so. Not only that, this baby can calculate a path to shift out and disperse excess energy. You don't need a direct path for it all to go." 

"You mean you could keep the shields up during a jump?" Wen asked, clearly interested. 

"Got it in one. No more sitting ducks. And this is to say nothing of how much juice you'll be able to work with. Trust me, she punches above her weight. Way above. We won't know exactly how much until we get her in the field. I suppose that's where you come in." 

"This is all very well, but from what you've said the ship is nothing but a budget dreadnought with some convenient features. I can see the advantage of producing a lot of these quickly as a stopgap,     but this doesn't feel like a war-winner to me," Wen said. 

"You don't see? Massive light shields are parabolic, Cap, strong at the bow and weak amidships. You figure it out. It should be obvious what this ship is designed to do."

"A flanking ship? You expect this vessel to flank the Enemy under fire? I've been in combat and know what happens. Once they have you in range you have to fly defensively, offer them your flank and it's all over. You have to have other ships to pin them down or you can't maneuver at all. Doing what you propose is suicide." 

"I think you'd be surprised, Cap. She's fast. You'll see."

"I hope so, Professor, really. Being a frozen corpse in a drifting space-wreck is not how I envision my retirement." 

"I can sympathize.” Bruzio gave her a patronizing smile. “Well then, I need to get going. Some simulations need to be run before we set the accelerator rails permanently. Take care of my baby, Cap," she said, and walked off towards a corridor on the other side of the drydock.

"So what do you think, Captain?" Song asked.  

"She's not exactly...military. Are we that desperate?"

"We are. But that's not why she was chosen. She really is the best we have. Some of our finest engineers are Mei, you know. The Tiandao are engineering marvels in themselves. They have a floating city in the Eye of Jupiter. I've never been of course, unhealthy for Ren physiology, but it's supposed to be magnificent. And we depend on them to mine the xinium."  

"I suppose,” Wen said grudgingly. “So when do we get started?"

"It'll be a few weeks to get a crew together and put on some finishing touches. You'll be attached to a special squadron on your shakedown run, all Mark IVs. I confess that while the theory is sound and has been confirmed by our best scientific minds we don't really know how a ship like this will operate in practice.  

"You are essentially an experiment. I'm counting on you to figure out this ship, test it, and devise tactics that work and can be taught to others. I don't have to tell you that a lot of valuable resources were diverted to this project and High Command wants to see results. You're dismissed for now. Go get some rest; I expect it will be your last for a long time."

"Understood, Admiral." 

She paused on the way back to the lift. "One last thing, does this ship have a name?"

"Void Dragon." 


Chapter 2

The ship handled like a dream. Captain Wen was fully prepared to take back everything she said to that techie Bruzio. She really couldn't believe it. The Void Dragon was making twenty guangbai, or twenty percent of the speed of light, and Wen hadn't even begun to push her! 

Everything was so responsive. She'd been serving on a dreadnought for years and had become used to the deliberate pace. You might manage eight to ten guangbai at flank speed, but really, their sustainable pace was about five. Merely changing direction was a choreographed production of minutes that required the cooperation of a dozen people. On the Void Dragon movement was as simple as giving the order, speaking of which— 

"Astrogation, set a course for planet three and enter a high orbit. Gunnery, prepare for an omniscan and send it out once we're beyond the moon. Let's see what's out here." 

Their scanners used specially crafted photons designed to bounce off whatever they made contact with and return to the source, allowing them to map a system at the literal speed of light.  

There were some limitations, of course. The speed of light was not that fast on a galactic scale and celestial objects of sufficient size could block their view of anything beyond, to say nothing of the interference from debris fields and light-noise. Despite modern technology, deep space still provided plenty of places for a crafty captain to hide. Well, she was one now so she'd better learn. 

"Captain, we've passed the moon," Astrogation said. 

So fast! "Very well, Gunnery, begin scan."

Ports all along the ship began discharging light in every direction. These were used for conventional steering and sending out scans as well as the more intense tasks of building up the massive light defensive shields and venting the huge amount of energy necessary to initiate a greenshift jump. All large space-going vessels in the fleet used a similar design. Wen was thankful for the similarity to dreadnoughts, since while she’d never been allowed to conn a real one, she’d spent plenty of time in the simulator. 

They held their orbit for a time while waiting for the scan to return with information.

"Gunnery, anything I should know about?" Wen asked. 

"Negative, Captain. The habitable zone around this star appears undeveloped. If there was any Enemy activity it would almost certainly be here."

"Very well. Astrogation, prepare for a greenshift jump to the outlying gas giant. We'll make a cursory check for stealth mining operations. Start computing a return jump for the asteroid field we passed as well.  

"I doubt we'll find anything but it never hurts to look. Might make a note of sending prospectors here. No point in leaving these resources to the Enemy. Once we're done with that we'll move on to another solar system. You have the itinerary so let's get to it." 

They'd been at this for a while, jumping from place to place only for scans to come back negative. Deep space was simply too big. Most of the war was fought with groups of ships hunting through lots of nothing and only stumbling on the Enemy by random chance.  

It was one big, boring game of cat and mouse. Wen was an old hand at it. She'd gotten used to doing her job subconsciously during these long, uneventful patrols. She never imagined it was actually even more boring for the Captain.  

I need to focus, she thought. We're not even close to done. She summoned the patrol itinerary on her private screen and sighed. Five more today.  

Wait, what’s this? Her personal screen showed a massive, sudden energy spike that disappeared just as quickly. "Gunnery, report."

"We have contact, Captain, potentially hostile. There is a large amount of light-noise consistent with an incoming greenshift jump. It's on the other side of the planet so we'll have to approach to investigate."

"Excellent. Go to general quarters. Astrogation, belay previous orders and continue on our present course. The orbit should take us into scanning range in a minute or two. Gunnery, raise shields and charge the main gun. Be ready for anything." 

Wen's fingers trembled a bit as she fiddled with her private screen. Time to see what this baby can do. 

The ship roared to life as energy sinks along the sides glowed bright, chaotic at first but then in beautiful order as differential gravity spirals weaved and concentrated the photons until they formed a solid deflector cone at the bow of the ship. 

"We're getting some interference, Captain, looks like they're scanning as well, definitely not our configuration either." 

The exact configuration of sensor particles served as their identify friend/foe system. Still, it could get chaotic with multiple ships scanning at once. Wen knew first hand what kind of nightmare it was to calculate firing solutions in a big battle with a dozen or more ships blinding her sensors with light-noise every sixty seconds. Hopefully her first action in command would be a smaller, more manageable affair. 

Wen tensed. "Gunnery, do you have anything for me?"

"Still scanning, Captain. Looks like four vessels in total based on the likely path of their sensor origins, pretty spread out too. Wait, think I've got a fix on one, shields down as well, probably moving into formation with the others, doesn't look like they've noticed us yet. Their systems will take a little time to bring back online so soon after a greenshift jump."

"Looks like we’ve got the drop on them. Astrogation, maintain course towards Enemy vessel. Gunnery, get me a firing solution as soon as you're able. Let's see if we can't catch them early.” 

The Void Dragon was closing fast, twenty five guangbai and accelerating. Hell, we might actually win this thing before they know what happened. "Gunnery, report."

"It's a long shot, Captain, and a moving target."

Wen glanced down at her screen and double checked the predicted trajectory. She'd been an experienced gunnery officer only weeks ago. It looked fine. "Take the shot. Fire!" 

A charge ran down the internal rails of the ship's spinal gun and accelerated the round with a short hum followed by a sharp kick. The recoil wasn't much and Astrogation was quick to correct course. The forward-facing shield cone was blown out for a split second before it reformed. A few seconds passed while the projectile sped for its target.

"Negative. No hit," Gunnery said.

"Prepare for another shot." Mm, muzzle velocity of fifty five guangbai according to my screen, kind of anemic. That would’ve been a sure hit with a dreadnought's main gun. A well-calibrated Mark III can make seventy five easy. Looks like the Void Dragon doesn't pack quite as much punch, probably should’ve tested that before now. No matter, we still have the Enemy dead to rights.  

"Ready to fire, Captain."

That was quick. Looks like they made up for the lack of muzzle velocity with less downtime. Good to know.  

"Fire at will, Gunnery."

This one hit, and hard. The shot tore through the Enemy ship with no resistance. There was a fast fireball as the xinium reactor exploded in green fire, and was just as quickly snuffed by the empty black, leaving only a dead hulk behind. 

"Good shot. Have anything on the rest of the Enemy squadron?"

"Definite locations on three Enemy dreadnoughts, still moving into formation but getting close. Will likely have weapons and shields online within the minute."

"Right, right, time to be a bit more defensibly responsible. Astrogation, compute their likely line of fire and chart a course to avoid it."

"Already done, Captain."

Of course Astrogation would’ve already done it. That's what they do. "Course looks good, Astrogation, let's see if we can't turn their flank and hit them before they hit us."  

Wen focused on their target. She had to even the odds quickly while they still had the initiative. Thankfully, the Void Dragon was able to close the distance in record time. 

"Getting readings from the Enemy formation, Captain. Their shields are definitely up," Gunnery said. Something moving at high velocity flickered on her screen's object tracker for a split second. "And they appear to be firing at us." 

"Maintain present course. We can still move faster than they can turn their guns on us. Gunnery, prepare to fire as soon as we have a good angle on the rightmost one." 

That turned out to be only seconds later as the Void Dragon sped for the Enemy's right flank. The shot was a good hit but deflected somewhat by the Enemy ship's shield cone and skipped down the side without doing much damage. 

"Forty five degrees isn’t enough, Gunnery. Get me ninety and get me closer. Bisect the 'T'. With a gun this size we need a perfect shot."

"The other Enemy ships are turning to face us," Astrogation said.

"We'll worry about them once this one is dealt with. Gunnery, if you have the shot take it!" 

They took the shot. It pierced the thinnest part of the Enemy shield with ease. Compared to the first it was a slow kill as the Enemy ship lost control of one system after another and began to break apart over the course of a few seconds. 

"Perfect! Two down and two to go. Astroga—" 

The ship shook violently and the lights flickered for a moment.

"What the hell was that? Report!"

"Direct hit, Captain! Right on the bow, shield integrity eighty eight percent!"

"That much from only one hit? This damned ship is flim—" 

Another hit, this one was worse. "Shield integrity fifty six percent!"

"Where the hell did that come from? Astrogation, take evasive action!"

"There's no safe course, Captain. Looks like they have us pincered."

"Then take the least dangerous course," Wen said tightly. "Well, GO!"

The Astrogation station was chaos for a few moments as the staff worked furiously on their screens. "Captain, it appears that second hit achieved limited penetration and damaged the starboard energy sink. Thrusters are unresponsive." 

"Damn. Get engineering down there and fast." 

"Captain, the Enemy should be prepared to fire in—" 

Everything went black. 

***

"How was your time in the simulator, Captain?" Song asked.

"Educational," she said evenly. 

"Indeed? I'll have the analysts take a look."

I’d rather they didn’t. "Admiral, sir, is that really necessary?"

"Of course, Captain. Your primary role here is testing the ship. We want to see what the Void Dragon can do, strengths and weaknesses, etc. By the way, I have something for you."

He took a device out of his pocket and fiddled with it for a moment. "Damn codes, always changing. We have a crew waiting for you, all handpicked of course. Ah, a roster should be available on your datapad." 

Wen glanced down at it casually, eyes unfocused. There would be time for that later. Song hurried her along the corridor.

"Where are we headed, exactly?" she asked.

"The Void Dragon is getting her final fittings. You'll have a crew and be underway within the week. Don't you want to see?"

Not particularly, she thought. She wanted some time to decompress from that unpleasantly realistic simulator session. Those immersion engineers had really done their job. She forgot it wasn't real after only a few hours inside. 

Wen followed him anyway and they spent a few agonizing minutes passing through security again.

They found the Void Dragon in all its glory with the magazine compartment at the stern open and a team of short, stocky Mei stevedores working some kind of conveyor belt. Wen had never actually seen anything like this.  The work the Mei did was usually invisible to ordinary Ren fleet personnel. 

"Be careful with that!" Bruzio shouted. "Hey, Song Ming, Cap, you missed us setting the accelerator rails. I confirm they are well-calibrated and ready to go. Now it's just the ammunition, food, water, and the marines' equipment left." 

"Marines?" Wen asked. 

"It was on your datapad," Song said. "The Void Dragon is getting a marine detachment, one full company. High Command wants to test the viability of using the class as a light transport or landing craft. Imagine landing troops behind Enemy lines without warning. It would really mess up their day."

"You mean greenshift right into a planet's atmosphere? Isn't that dangerous?"

"The core can handle all that, don't you worry," Bruzio said. "It sends all the excess radiation on a series micro-greenshifts over a wide enough area so you won't do any measurable damage to the local ecosystem. Cuts way down on the light-noise as well. They'll never see you coming." She grinned wickedly. 

"So it is a stealth ship, in a way," Wen said. 

"If you like, now take a look at this, Captain," Song said, pointing at the conveyor belt, which upon closer inspection Wen realized was an artificial gravity guide rail. The ammunition was floating aboard. 

The massive light shell looked like an angry, roiling sea under green glass. Wen wondered how any transparent material could contain such power.

"Those had to be made special you know, so don't waste them," Bruzio said. "They're not just down-scaled dreadnought rounds either. A lot of mass is packed in there and it was pretty expensive and time consuming to get it right. You should be able to hit harder than you did in the simulator."

"You saw that?" Wen said, mortified. 

"Don't worry about it, Cap. It was all expected. The Void Dragon is designed for an aggressive mind like yourself."

"Yes, we have contingencies to balance you out," Song added.

Wen didn't like the sound of that. "So, is there anything else for me today?" she asked.

Song glanced at his datapad. "Doesn't look like it, you're dismissed for now."

Thank goodness. "I'll be in my quarters."

***

Wen returned to her temporary quarters on the facility and settled in, but sleep was elusive. She didn't have much in the way of personal effects and hadn't had a real home in years. Considering everything that had happened so far, relaxation wasn't realistic. 

Her entire world had changed at a stroke, and as exciting as it was, change carried with it the destruction of what came before. Her path, previously clear, was now more uncertain than it had ever been, and worse than the unknown was the waiting. There was nothing to do but sit in her quarters and brood. Hidden research stations were not built with leisure in mind. 

She didn't like dwelling on her failure in the simulator; it reminded her too much of her Academy days after her mother died, but she couldn't seem to think of anything else. 

Everything they ever said about me is true, she thought. If they put her in charge she would get people killed. 

No, I can't think like that. I'll get better. I have to.

She should’ve been happy, but uncertain thoughts found their way into her mind. Her dream was right there in front of her, and its proximity made her question if she really wanted it after all. 

This was a dangerous and precarious time. Even with her limited access to intelligence briefings she knew the war wasn't going well. Maybe they were doomed and none of this would matter. She was good at her job but it rarely made a difference; the life or death of the ship doesn't typically rest on the shoulders of a gunnery officer. But a captain, a captain had a fearful responsibility. A captain’s mistakes got people killed.  

There was talk that this new ship could win them the war. It could also lose it and it would be her fault. This was an entirely new level of duty and Wen felt unequal to it. The elder Wen took that responsibility all the way, throwing herself and her squadron into certain death so that her comrades might escape. When faced with the same choice could the younger Wen do the same?


Chapter 3

The next day she received a summons over the intercom. 

"Captain Wen please report to conference room four," a mechanical voice said, and she was up and out of there. 

It was just as well, all this time with nothing to do but think was on its way towards driving Wen mad. She straightened some things on her desk, fastened the top button on her jacket, and made her way to the inner levels. She moved forward with confidence she did not fully feel; nevertheless, a new and welcome reserve of energy seemed to push her forward. It might’ve been her fight-or-flight response, but Wen was thankful for it all the same. 

Wen might have gotten lost if not for the security checkpoints. Everything was compartmentalized and restricted. There could have been a dozen projects on the scale of the Void Dragon operating at once and the rest of the staff would have no idea anything was happening. Needless to say, access to the various work modules was purely for those who needed to know. 

The thing she found most intimidating were the Ren marine guards, tall and imposing. Guard duty was typically the province of Mei soldiers who were short enough to ignore most of the time, but an elite corps of Ren marines was maintained for sensitive missions that required political reliability. The Mei rebellions were more than a generation ago, and while Mei were now theoretically equal citizens of The Gongyue Government, there were still those in highly placed positions who didn't feel they could be fully trusted. Wen wasn’t exactly among them, but she wasn’t used to seeing Mei like Bruzio is places that really mattered, either. 

Seeing a Mei scientist and Ren marines so close together made this a week for defying expectations, and the day was young, too.

The conference room had an honor guard that waved her in. Once she crossed the threshold three pairs of eyes turned towards her at once. Song and Bruzio she knew, but the third was a mystery.

At first glance he looked like another of the Ren marines, if a little short. The height was deceptive and might fool some at a distance. However, upon close inspection he was too heavily built to be a Ren. He was a Mei, thick with muscle and wide-framed from their high-gravity existence, about as high as Wen's eyes, unusual for them but not unheard of. Some even struck it rich and bought property on Ren worlds. After a generation or two in lower gravity they somewhat lost that compressed look they tended to have. 

The uniform was that of a Marine Corps officer, a major by the insignia on his collar. Wen was a bit confused by his presence considering the Ren security personnel just outside the door, which, evidently, High Command felt to be necessary. He turned toward her and saluted smartly.

"Major Zhamisce," he said.

"Excuse me?" Wen said. 

"I'm Major Zhamisce, pleased to meet you, Captain." He had a bit of an accent. Strange name too, she thought. 

"Oh, I see. Well, likewise, Major," Wen said, returning his salute. Just call him by rank; don't try to pronounce his name. She paused for a moment and continued, "Major, if I might ask directly, why are you here?"  

"The op—"  

Before he could continue Admiral Song interjected, "I believe I can field that one, Captain. When last we spoke we discussed the possibilities of the Bruzio core. The ability to shift excess energy and disperse it over a wide area would allow a ship much greater tactical versatility, but I don't believe we went into another possible application, at least not in depth. We want to test...terrestrial applications."

“Ah yes. You want to see if we can use the Void Dragon as a landing craft. I suppose it’s small enough," Wen said. 

"Not just any landing craft, a covert landing craft capable of deploying unsupported behind Enemy lines," Bruzio said. 

"But how would that even work?" Wen asked. That sounded dangerous. Taking chances like that was what killed her mother. 

"We discussed the possibility of making a greenshift jump directly into an atmosphere," Bruzio said. "The core can microshift and disperse all the excess radiation and light-noise so you won’t do too much damage or give yourself away. If they aren't actively scanning they'll never know you were there." 

"Every planet worth holding is now fortified to an absurd degree. We're doing it, The Enemy's doing it too," Song added. "Imagine thousands of plasma flak guns that can light up the lower atmosphere like New Years. Invading such a planet is suicide using current methods."

"I can verify that," Zhamisce said matter-of-factly. 

"You've come back from suicide missions before?" Wen asked.

He chuckled lightly. "Just the opposite, Captain. I've been on plenty of combat drops, but only against targets the Enemy wasn't defending too stubbornly, places they didn't really want. Deploying enough plasma flak for total planetary coverage takes time. They don't bother with it for a lot of the lesser colonies they've seized.  

"Our general strategy for the last several years has been to be as big a thorn in their side as possible. Most worlds they take are never fully pacified. If they land us with some fabricators we can supply ourselves for months or even years if we can capture and hold some agricultural real estate. We dig in and tie down their resources as they are forced to dig us out bit by bit.

"But there are limits, make no mistake. Our shuttles are one way trips, like the landing craft used in ancient wars on the old home world, and not shift capable. We need warships to escort the space-going transports into orbit and we drop from there. Once we're down the fleet usually has to hightail it out of there before Enemy reinforcements arrive. Trying to go through a planetary flak grid is impossible. It’s a wall of fire that destroys anything going in or out. There are usually gaps, thankfully.  

"Extraction is another matter. It takes time. We can be behind enemy lines for months while we wait for their fleet to leave an opening we can slip through. Moving anything big requires space elevators and they're pretty vulnerable from the air and hard to defend.  

"The Void Dragon or another of it's class could solve all our problems at once. You can deploy marines, and more importantly, extract them again. We could actually gather intelligence on the Enemy or launch raids on their planets without a massive naval invasion, even the ones with full flak coverage. It would change the whole scope of the war." 

"And that's why the Major is here," Song said. "The Void Dragon is a prototype and we need to test all features. That includes deploying ground forces. His company was hand-picked for this mission. They've all seen plenty of action, and their record is excellent." 

"Of course," Wen said. He seems pretty knowledgeable for a Mei. 

"We have high hopes for both of you, but we have a few more officers we want you to meet. I'm sure you've been over the roster I gave you," Song said.

Actually, no. Probably should have. "Yes, sir."

There was a slight commotion outside the door. "Ah, I think that's one now," Song said.

He turned toward the door as a Ren woman entered. She was tall, even as Ren go. Wen noticed that her hands were covered in small cuts and burns. Her uniform looked unnatural on her, as if she rarely had occasion to wear it. 

An engineer, has to be, thought Wen.  

Engineers were not generally part of the chain of command on a ship of the line; they had their own academy and career pipeline. Song was at or very near the top of that pyramid and the two looked like they knew one another.

"Admiral, Professor, you called?"

"Hello, Lieutenant," Song said. "This is Captain Wen and Major Zhamisce; you'll be serving with them on the Void Dragon." 

"Really? Honestly, I thought you just brought me in to install the core," the woman said. She looked excited. "I'm Lieutenant Tian. The Void Dragon really is an amazing ship. I can't believe I got selected for something like this." 

"Tian is too modest. I picked her out myself. She won't disappoint; I assure you," Song said.

Tian smiled a bit at that.

"She's one of the best," Bruzio added. "Even gave me some ideas for streamlining production. The next run of Void Dragon class ships won't cost nearly as much or take so long"

Tian's smile grew even wider. "It wasn't anything brilliant. The trick is to stop thinking of your prismatic computer as a computer. It's closer to our shield technology than anything else. The device itself is nothing more than a series of tiny shield generators shaping the massive light into a series of quantum constructs. Pass the command line configuration through and the calculations make themselves." 

"We get it, Tian Ju. Well, most of us," Bruzio said, glancing in Wen's direction.

I thought she was finally warming up to me. I understood some of that. "Indeed," Wen said, trying to keep a straight face.

Song plowed right ahead. "Anyway, back to the original reason for our meeting today. Operation Escalade is at an end. You've all been briefed individually and most of the crew complement is assigned.  

"High Command thought it appropriate to get the core officers together in one room and ready to work together. This will be an unorthodox mission and you will have to depend on each other in the coming months. Further, it is important that—" 

"Admiral, may I ask a question?" Tian asked.

"Go ahead, Lieutenant," Song said.

Tian nodded and turned to Bruzio. "Professor, I was meaning to ask you about the core's power supply. We just got a shipment of these nano-engineered quantum energy sinks and I haven't had a chance to test them out. I know their specs say it's safe but if you have that much energy that densely packed you're just asking for trouble. 

"I'm worried about overloads and crashes, not just with the core but with the energy relays. When you're working with high energy transfers it's the connectors that fail first. If the core went down while the shields were up we'd have a big problem."

"I'd be worried too, Lieutenant, especially with those old reactor energy relays,” Bruzio said. “Bottlenecks are probably inevitable but quantum storage should mitigate most problems. Those materials engineers are wizards. You'd be surprised what kind of crazy conductors they've been able to produce. Still, we should probably stress-test before the Void Dragon leaves drydock. We can do it together."

"I think that would be for the best," Song said. "The rest of the officers will be here shortly and we have some military matters that need to be discussed. Your presence won't be required, Tian. I want you both there for the final system checks anyway. You're dismissed." 

"As you say, Song Ming. Let's go, Tian Ju."

Once they were out of the room Wen spoke up. "This has been a pretty irregular meeting. Why not summon everyone at once?" 

"Need to know, Captain," Song said. "Compartmentalization is the order of the day here. Looks like we've got another one. Commander, punctual as always."

Wen hadn’t noticed him entering. The officer was a spare, unassuming Ren man of average height. His appearance was neat and his uniform well-maintained, with several ribbons on his chest, one which Wen recognized as a rare one from the Harbin offensive. He was a bit older than the rest, being one of those career gunnery officers Wen had just barely escaped becoming.  

"Admiral, Lieutenant Commander Xinren reporting. I'm anxious to get underway. I've been briefed already but I'd like to see it for myself. Is it true what they're saying about this ship?"  

"Everything and more, Commander. Have you had a chance to review Captain Wen's simulation performance? It's a good demonstration of the Void Dragon's strengths and weaknesses." 

Wen winced and hoped nobody noticed. 

"Not as yet, Admiral. I only received my orders a few days ago. Security was pretty tight."

She relaxed a little.

"Take a look when you get the chance, Commander. There is much of relevance to your new duty. Captain Wen, this is Lieutenant Commander Xinren, late of the dreadnought GSS Liangshan, your new gunnery officer," Song said. It was all military now.  

"I'm pleased to be here, Captain. I hear you do good work," Xinren said. "Looks like nearly all the officers are here. Nima was right behind me." 

Nima! Oh no.

"Nima?"  

"About that, I understand you two have some history. None of that matters now. You must understand that you're something of an unknown quantity. High Command wanted someone reliable to be your first officer," Song said.

They're sending Nima to spy on me, she thought. She should have known they'd never let her have her own ship without conditions. She could see it now, Nima as he was in the Academy, top of the class, command track material all the way, second guessing every order she gave from the astrogation station. This was going to be a nightmare. 

He walked into the room without a verbal greeting, pointedly turned to Song and offered a salute. Though technically correct, Wen couldn’t help interpreting this as a slight against her. Song returned it mechanically.

Nima was about Wen's height, his manner cold but impressive. Wen knew him well. He was always polite on the surface, but he never tried to hide his disdain for Wen, always silently implying that she was nothing without her famous mother. He was in line for a dreadnought command and had circumstances been different she would’ve been saluting him. 

"And this is Commander Nima," Song said.

"We've met," Wen said in as neutral a tone as she could manage. 

"So we have. Well, well, Wen Guiying moving up in the world. I never would have foreseen it. I'm sure your mother would be proud."

"That's Captain Wen to you, Nima. You'll show me proper respect or I'll have you replaced." 

"Will you? My orders come from High Command. It's been quite a while since you've had anyone with their ear,” he said so calmly it was infuriating.  

"Now listen here—" 

"That will be all," a quiet voice said.

A middle aged woman stood at the threshold, stiff and severe. 

"Commodore Jiang!" Nima said a little too loudly. 

"Yes. Me. You're competent, Nima, but not overly brilliant. Just do your job and try to refrain from antagonizing your commanding officer.”

Nima having been chastened, she measured all in the room, one after another. 

"Admiral Song, greetings. And I suppose you must be Captain Wen."

Wen nodded.

"And you I don't know."

"Major Zhamisce, ma'am. I'm to lead the marine detachment." He'd been hovering in the back for a while. Wen had forgotten he was there.

"Very good. I'm Commodore Jiang, and I'll be in operational command. I suppose it's time to tell you all what's what. On this shakedown run we'll be testing everything, point by point, nice and meticulous. Once I'm satisfied you're ready we'll be patrolling our colonies and outlying systems.  

"We are here primarily to generate data. Once the Void Dragon class goes into mass production crews must be trained and quickly. The immersion engineers need something to model the simulations on. From what I've seen so far this ship handles quite a bit differently from what our people are used to. It's going to be a steep learning curve. 

"High Command is behind us, but cautious. They need proof of Song and Bruzio's claims. Real proof, not simulation. I'm here to deliver, and you all will help me by not screwing up. My orders will be followed with impeccable dedication and exactitude. Fail, and we're doomed. No pressure, of course.  

"I have business elsewhere; I'm sure all of you can find something to do in the mean time." 

She turned on her heel and marched out without acknowledging anyone. 

There wasn't much to say after that so they trickled out one by one. 

On the way out Nima caught Wen's eye and whispered, "I saw you in the simulator. Not what I would've done." 

She stiffened. A reply died in her throat as she watched him walk off. Damn him! I have enough stress already.  

***

The next forty eight hours set a hectic pace for everyone. They filled out requisitions for supplies, went over duty rosters, assigned quarters, and performed basic system checks, all under the watchful eyes of carefully selected and politically appointed Ren guards.

Tian and Bruzio were all too happy to focus on the ship, ignoring all else, and Wen didn’t have much business with them. This was common. Typically, the engineering section would be situated in the stern of the ship, and most of the crew not assigned to engineering would never interact with them directly. It suited them fine. The Mei techs liked to work alone, and resented excessive Ren oversight. 

Mei had an easier time bearing the conditions of sometimes variable temperature and pressure near the vital systems, and had more experience in tight spaces. A few of them had significant theoretical knowledge as well, not unlike Professor Bruzio. The constant monitoring necessary to keep things in hand necessitated longer shifts and irregular hours. 

On a larger dreadnought the engineering staff had its own quarters and mess, but the Void Dragon was a different animal and space was at a premium. The Captain was able to maintain her own private quarters and dining room but for everyone else the accommodations would be communal. Wen worried about it. With the marine detachment the ship would be majority Mei. That never happened on ships of the line. 

The command staff was smaller, and with not a Mei among them. Wen saw little of Xinren and Nima, thank goodness. She assumed they were busy sorting out their junior staff. The astrogation and gunnery stations on the bridge both required a full complement of junior officers. They probably have their pick of the best talent the Academy has produced in the last few years. It will be a sharp bridge, no doubt. 

Wen was supervising the loading of some last minute freight when the intercom announced ships in proximity. She had grown used to such interruptions and was losing her subtle dread of them.

"Wolf Five has shifted in and is preparing for rendezvous." 

This was it then, the Void Dragon's own squadron; she would be underway and engaged in active operations in a matter of hours.

She checked the roster. Hm, four dreadnoughts, kind of unlucky, she thought. Though, it would be five with her ship and the new Mark IVs were pretty rare. We'll see. 

Most of the crew was aboard and as anxious to finally go as Wen was. 

"Captain Wen, Commodore Jiang requests an audience."

"I'll take it in my office," Wen said, with only a hint of trepidation.

Jiang was well known, one of the few squadron commanders with a reputation for victory. Her successful combat record was popular reading, though those reports rarely mentioned that her victories came from carefully selected battles and cunning traps. Meeting the Enemy on their own terms was still out of the question. Wen repaired to her quarters and switched on the monitor.

"Good morning, Captain, I should like to congratulate you on your new position and new command."

"You have my thanks, Commodore. I look forward to working with you," Wen said.

"And I, you. Captain, I shall be frank. This is your first command; under the best of circumstances that can be stressful and confusing. It must be particularly so considering the experimental nature of this project. I've been briefed on the theoretical capabilities of this new ship."

"It does seem too good to be true doesn't it?"

"I'm reserving judgment for now. Some of it does seem too good to be true, yes. Though I have every confidence in Admiral Song as an engineer, he's not a careful man. Allocating this level of developmental resources based on the theories of one Mei scientist..."

"I thought I heard Bruzio say the core alone cost as much as a dreadnought."

"And the research was well more than that, I'm told. Anyway, what I mean to say is I'm cautious, but optimistic. The potential here is great, which means we must be exceedingly careful, lest we waste it." 

Jiang's manner became more personal than their last encounter, "You see, I know what it's like to be thrust into your first command on short notice. It happened to me after Harbin; your mother saved my life that day you know."

"My mother saved a lot of people that day," Wen said evenly. People never wasted an opportunity to remind her. She didn't like being reminded and it must have shown on her face.

"An unpleasant memory for me as well, Captain. Your mother was a hero."

"I suppose she was, thank you, Commodore," Wen said with gratitude she didn't particularly feel.

"I see you've poached Nima and Xinren from the Liangshan," Jiang said. "They're first rate men; the Void Dragon is in good hands. I know you'll do us all proud. And don't worry about Nima. He's a snake; I should know, but with proper handling more dangerous to the Enemy than us. 

"I'll be in overall command but I want you to know that you can rely on me and I'll do my best to address your concerns. This technology could be revolutionary, but it will be meaningless if we lose it before we can determine its full potential. That's all I came to say."

"I appreciate it, Commodore."

"I'll see you in the black, Captain, Jiang out." 

That could have gone better, but it also could have gone much worse, Wen thought. 

***

Finally, after what seemed like an endless series of last minute checks, Wen came aboard to stay. Previously dormant systems were now active and brightly lit, as if the ship itself was coming alive. Personnel drifted from instrument to instrument, making slight adjustments, conscious of the fact that the Captain would be present shortly. 

Xinren made the final announcement, "Captain, all systems are ready to go. We're prepared to move out by your leave. If you would, Commodore Jiang would like to make it official on the command deck." 

"Thank you, Commander, I'll be there presently."

Captain Wen fastened her formal jacket, exited her office, and braved the illuminated path leading to the bridge. The passageways were silver-white with plenty of head clearance, designed with Ren physiology in mind. The crew was ready for her, standing tall, and saluted smartly as she passed.

Silence fell as she entered the bridge. Major Zhamisce called out, "Officer on deck," and the whole of the command staff snapped to attention. Zhamisce was there with a security detail of marines in their finest dress uniforms, gray jackets with red-trimmed cuffs and collars, their flechette guns at rest.  

"Captain, the formal transfer of command is ready to be carried out on screen; we're prepared to begin on your mark," Nima said. 

"Very well, Commander, let's begin," Wen said.

Xinren pushed a few buttons and Commodore Jiang appeared on screen. Behind Jiang was the command staff of her flagship, the dreadnought Liangshan. She addressed all present: 

"Today is a day that will be long-remembered in the annals of our great Gongyue Government. Today is the day the ingenuity of our two great peoples came together, and launched a ship with the designs of both, a ship that will change the course of this war and assure the eternal glory of our union to all posterity. 

"The process that made this project possible was not easy or convenient; no great matters ever are. But when our two peoples were threatened with extermination and expropriation from our planets by an unknown and merciless Enemy, they made a critical error. Today is the day that they learn that our collective will to resist, to go on existing, to survive, to thrive, was stronger than their aggression and greed. 

"This ship is a message. It says that no people still willing and able to adapt can be defeated. This is our adaptation. This is our will to pass our planets to our children. This is our firm resolve that they shall never take them from us. 

"Captain Wen, by the right of the Extra Earth Gongyue treaty, by the will of the Central Committee of the Gongyue Systems Republic, I do formally transfer the frigate, designation Gongyue Systems Ship Void Dragon, first of her class, with all her crew, to your command. May your victories be endless. Jiang out." 

"The Liangshan is transmitting deployment orders, Captain. Wolf Five is prepared to receive us on the right wing of their formation and from there to shift out," Nima said.

"Very well. Mr. Nima, take us out slow and steady. Once we're clear of the facility bring us about and merge with Wolf Five," Wen said, easing into the Captain's chair. 


Chapter 4

The succeeding weeks moved slowly as they conducted tests to determine whether the Void Dragon's capabilities really did function as advertised. Commodore Jiang was a meticulous taskmaster and always found something for them to do. 

The first priority was stress-testing the new core in deep space conditions. Jiang would order them to greenshift out, scout a system, and return, even timed them at it. Wen didn’t mind the repetitive drills too much; she was conning a ship for real!

They found the Void Dragon could indeed shift much more frequently than a dreadnought, with or without the shields up and the energy sinks full. Astrogational accuracy was good, too. Wen found Nima didn't have much time to trouble her as he was too busy falling in love with the way the ship handled. She could sympathize, as much as it pained her to admit it.  

Theoretically, they could shift within spitting distance of an Enemy dreadnought, locked and loaded. The significance wasn't lost on her. Total surprise. They could attack in an instant and slip away just as quickly.

The process was not without drawbacks, however, as shifting too frequently put a lot of strain on the central computer, including a few close calls with temporary overloads and crashes. Tian was confident that she could find a way to mitigate this, though not all were convinced. The issue made Commodore Jiang somewhat cold towards the prospect of testing a shift in actual combat, at least to start.

In contrast, the main gun consistently performed to specs, better even. The quantum energy sinks and custom high-density ammunition enabled Xinren and his gunnery staff to produce kinetic yields at seventy guangbai. With five times the rate of fire of a dreadnought, they would be a threat to anything in space. 

Wen was glad for the improvements. She had been concerned with the Void Dragon's shield penetration capability in stimulation. It looked like she wouldn't have anything to worry about on that end. The shields weren't particularly impressive, though, and with less margin for error as the forward arc was tighter. She'd have to be very careful about exposing herself in combat. Those mistakes in simulation would not happen again. 

They also managed to test ground troop deployments. The technology was still too new to risk on an inhabited world, especially a hostile one, but the Gongyue Government had several undeveloped planets, mostly future terraforming candidates and colonies that didn't pan out. 

Nima practiced shifting the ship close to asteroids for a while, and eventually Jiang felt he was precise enough for a planetary test. 

"Make sure you take your shields down before you shift planetside," she said. "The mass would make the Void Dragon sink like a stone. I want a through test of your secondary propulsion systems. Remember, flying in an atmosphere is nothing like space." 

Wen had no trouble. She'd been an interceptor pilot back in her early days fresh out of the Academy, even took out three separate Enemy landing craft in low orbit over some irrelevant colony, stalling the invasion for months. Got a commendation for it, too.

The Void Dragon wasn't an interceptor, though. Small for a spacegoing vessel, she was still a hundred meter long hunk of metal that wasn't pulling off anything elegant or acrobatic in any kind of gravity. 

The marines didn't mind; their powered combat suits allowed them to deploy at altitudes high or low. Major Zhamisce and his unit performed simulated combat drops in as many different circumstances of temperature, gravity, and pressure as they could find, though the suits had to be specifically prepped for each environment. 

Every drop was basically the same. The marines disembarked in a hurry from specially designed exit ports that were supposed to give them some temporary cover, cleared training drones from the designated battle-space, and rendezvoused for pickup. 

Wen knew what they were doing. This was training for lightning raids on Enemy planets. She had to admit there was a lot of potential there, but wasn't over-eager to risk her shiny new ship against Enemy plasma flak.

The marine honor guard didn't linger on the bridge after the transfer ceremony; they retired to a small hanger where they kept their suits and a few scaled-down low-orbit interceptors that could be used as scouts for planetside missions. Wen was fond of those interceptors, but she stayed well clear of Mei country. 

The marines had been mostly well-behaved and contented themselves with performing the necessary maintenance on their equipment and doing whatever it was Mei did in their free time. The upkeep on the suits was involved enough to keep them busy most of the time, especially in the few days before and after a drill. 

They kept irregular hours and tended to avoid the mess hall when the command staff was present. Captain Wen silently thanked Zhamisce for making her job easier, though she worried about the long term feasibility of her command if it required unofficial segregation to maintain the peace.

Wen had her own problems. She never imagined this was what a captain's life was like. It seemed nothing was ever done except by her leave. Every little thing required her approval. Could these people just do their damn jobs and stop pestering me?  

It got worse after they ran out of things to test and settled into routine patrols. Life was slow, and action rare. 

Still, Commodore Jiang hunted the enemy, dogging their patrols, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. Anxiety gripped the ship. Once the preliminary trials finished the crew knew they were looking for a fight. The air was tense as the moment of decision approached. 

They came close a few times, but for one reason or another Jiang backed off. Her caution rankled Wen at times, but she knew why it had to be that way. There was only one Void Dragon to risk.  

Wen was in her office going over reports from some planetary drill or other, apparently dust particles were bad for the propulsion systems. What a surprise. You would think a spaceworthy vessel would have been sealed tight, but the dust got in anyway. A problem for Tian, let her deal with it.  

Her screen got an alert. What the devil do they want this time? She tapped the 'acknowledge' button automatically. 

"Mr. Nima?" she asked shortly. 

"Captain, we have a problem that demands your attention," he said. 

Don't you always? "What kind of problem?" she asked. 

"It would seem that there is an issue in the mess hall," Nima replied.

"Explain." She was relieved it wasn't Enemy contact, though she couldn't deny a part of her was disappointed.  

"It appears that our two troops of Mei don't get along with one another. Major Zhamisce would likely be a better choice to get control of the situation, but the duty officer down there is one of us so he asked for you instead. I can still send the Major if you prefer."

"No. That won't be necessary. I'll deal with it."

"Very good, Captain. I wish you luck. Many of those troopers barely speak Gongyue Standard you know."

"That will be all, Mr. Nima. Wen out." Smug bastard. As if I can't handle a few rowdy enlisted on my own ship. She got up and made for the mess hall. 

Wen could feel her anger rising as the sound of shouting became clearer, "Chandra Jen!" a loud voice said, followed by something she couldn't make out. She entered and saw that the voice belonged to a Mei woman. The Mei was short and well built, with rolled up sleeves showing arms decorated with tattoos in an odd linear script, some long forgotten old-world language, at least forgotten among the Ren.

She was shouting at a group of Mei technicians huddled around Lieutenant Tian, who was gabbing back in some Mei dialect Wen had never heard of. Tian glanced plaintively in the Captain's direction, whose patience had just run out.

"Just what the HELL is going on here?" Wen yelled over the marine, and all fell silent.

Though her frame was much lighter, Wen towered above the trooper and everyone else but Tian. The shouting Mei woman deflated under Wen's gaze. As rambunctious as marines tended to be, they knew there were lines, and shouting at a captain was definitely beyond the pale, so the marine just looked down and shut her mouth. 

One of her compatriots, with a little better command of Gongyue Standard, came forward, tentatively, and offered an explanation, "Captain, I dunno what happen, I only get here a little before you. The engineers don't talk like regular Mei. Many can't. When a Mei talk like a Ren at another Mei it's insult. It says, 'I better than you.' I don't think Yimran understand that the engineers really can't understand her. So, it's uh...big misunderstanding," he said.

"Thank you, trooper. How many of you can speak Gongyue Standard?"

"Uh, most of us can talk it okay, at least enough for orders. Big words and writing is more trouble. Corporal Yimran is an uh...exception."

"Then I want you to translate this for those who don't understand. Listen up, all of you. We have important things to do and I don't have time to deal with nonsense like this. I'm going to give you all one chance to straighten up, just one. 

"We've got a whole Enemy fleet out their trying to kill us and I don't need to worry about my crew killing each other too. If you can't understand each other then you need to learn, fast. If we can't work together we're dead. If I hear about any more problems Heads.Will.Roll. Am I clear?"

The troopers with a less-than-adequate command of Standard got at least that last part. They snapped to attention, saluted, then filed out of the mess hall in a more-orderly-than-normal fashion. Tian's eyes expressed gratitude. Wen gave her a nod then headed back toward her office, nearly running into Major Zhamisce.

"My compliments, Captain, couldn’t have done it better myself," he said. Wen was not in the mood to discuss command methods; she acknowledged him and kept walking. 

He continued, "I just got called, looks like you didn't need me after all." 

Nima sent Zhamisce anyway. She told him not to do that. They would have to have words. 

"Well then, I'll get back to work," he said, and made a motion for the remaining marines to follow him. Wen had a funny thought.

"Chandra jen," she said to no one in particular. 

"Ma’am?" Zhamisce asked, looking surprised. 

"What does it mean?" 

"It's Nihindi, old Mei dialect, not a very nice thing to say. It means 'dirty Ren thing,' like saying you're a slave of the Ren but you think you're one of them. I haven't heard it since I was a kid," he said.

"Is that what the Mei think?" 

"It's uncommon since the Equality Edict, but some have long memories. Corporal Yimran believes the rebellions never ended. I think she refuses to improve her Standard on principle." He made an exasperated noise. "Listen, Captain, she's a good trooper. I promise this won't happen again. I take full responsibility."

"Don't worry about it, Major; I consider today to be a learning experience. We're all on edge here, just see this doesn't happen again. Dismissed."

Wen walked down the passageway and settled back into her office. Nima had the conn for a few more hours and she needed to catch up on admin. Her screen indicated a greenshift jump was immanent. She sat back for a moment and braced herself as she felt rather than heard the huge amounts of energy being vented.

The distortion field enveloped the ship in odd shades of green and violet, forming a tight seal of warped space-time, and then a pull that came from everywhere and nowhere. The feeling was like an elevator about to go down or holding in a breath a little too long, an uneasy suspension. A moment passed as the ship settled, flickering into existence in a star system light-years distant. The shift was complete. 

Only moments later the proximity alarm went off. 

"THIS IS NOT A DRILL. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. GENERAL QUARTERS. GENERAL QUARTERS. ALL HANDS TO BATTLE STATIONS."   

The Enemy was there.

***

Wen made a mad dash for the command deck. The Captain's office was conveniently placed so she could make these trips quickly. She noted with approval that Nima had already evacuated the command chair for her and was busily coordinating with the other ships at his own desk. She sat down heavily and summoned her screen. 

She ran a hand over the display coalescing before her eyes; there were swirling clouds of light particles, greens and purples and oranges, and felt it all gradually solidify beneath her fingers until the controls were opaque and responsive. 

She entered a few commands and it projected a relief all significant objects within range. The Enemy ships were formed up in a line abreast, approaching them on an intercept course. Close, but not too close. We have some time. This was it. This was really it. 

"The Commodore is hailing us, Captain," Xinren said.

"Patch her through, Commander." A small screen with Commodore Jiang's likeness lit up on the Captain's left. 

"It looks like they've already spotted us, Captain. I've made the decision to engage. They're coming to us so no counter shift necessary. We'll have a few minutes before they're in range; we need to to go over the battle plan while we have time."

"Void Dragon standing by for orders, Commodore."

"They have five dreadnoughts to our four, an apparent disadvantage, but they don't know about you. I want it to stay that way. Our dreadnoughts will form a line of battle and intercept them once we all have our shields up. 

Captain Li of the Kongming will hold the left flank, the Two Rivers and Jade Wind in the center. I'll hold the far right with the Liangshan. The Enemy ship on the extreme left will remain unengaged. I want the Void Dragon in my wake and out of sight for now.  Hopefully, the light-noise will hide you long enough for them to take the bait. It's a gamble but we're not going to get a better circumstances than this for a real combat test." 

"Moving to position, Commodore. Any further instructions?"

"It's your time to shine, Captain Wen. We'll force them to match us before you start your approach. Once we've gotten them well-engaged and pinned down I want you to burn for their right flank. When the shooting starts communication will become difficult and you'll be isolated, so be careful. 

"Sweep your fire from right to left across our front. I'm counting on you to get there before their unoccupied dreadnought can do the same on our left. If not, they'll have a clear shot for the Kongming. Do not attempt a combat shift today. We're taking a lot of chances as it is; I don't want to add one more variable that can go wrong. Just conventional propulsion should serve. Show us all what the Void Dragon can do. Jiang out." 

The plan was solid, though not overly bold. Wen wondered for a moment if she could shift in right then and shred the entire Enemy fleet minutes before they got their shields up, but no, going in unsupported like that was how she failed in simulation. She had orders, so theatrics would have to wait.

The squadron fell into formation and began their approach. With the recent shift energy sinks would be empty, and it would be a few minutes before either the Gongyue or Enemy vessels managed to generate enough power to raise shields. 

Those on the command deck had an anxious time while engineering scrambled to get major systems back online. The dreadnoughts would be vulnerable for most of the approach. Tian was much faster; she had the Void Dragon's shields and main gun's acceleration rails powered up in just under a minute. 

"All systems online, Captain," Tian said over the intercom.

Wen double-checked her display and saw the tell-tale flicker of a shield cone that distorted the profile of the ship.

"Excellent work, Lieutenant. Please send my compliments to the whole engineering staff; you may stand by," Wen said. "Steady on, Mr. Nima, try to keep us as close behind the Liangshan as possible. With shields up we should be able to hug their stern without issues. Doesn't look like anyone has taken notice of us. Prepare to burn hard when the front line opens fire." 

"Acknowledged, Captain," Nima said, sounding more serious than Wen had ever heard him. 

It’s real now. Her eyes became unfocused as she took in everything at once, her mind accelerating and gearing up for battle. 

The Enemy formation moved aggressively, with four of their ships headed directly for Jiang's dreadnoughts and fifth breaking off to turn their flank and threaten the Kongming on the left. There was no indication they were suspicious of a trap, even though it was out of the ordinary for four dreadnoughts to voluntarily stand their ground against five. 

One by one the engineers on the rival dreadnoughts powered up their systems and prepared to engage. Getting the shields online took priority so neither side was firing, wouldn’t be easy to hit anything this many light-seconds out either.  

After a few minutes the Enemy ship on the Gongyue right fired the first volley. It struck the Liangshan. The projectile hurtled forward at a speed imperceptible, and dashed itself upon the fine point of the dreadnought's shield. The transparent field flashed violet as it strained against the force of the shot, and the ship's orientation was knocked askew, but was quick enough to right itself.  

The shots were not intended to do damage, but to lock the ships in place. A dreadnought taking fire could do no other than present its least vulnerable section to the enemy. The ship on the far left of the Gongyue squadron was not firing, but drifting menacingly to their left flank, seeking a killing shot where the shields would not be enough to turn aside the blow.

Commodore Jiang ordered her own ships to return fire, and their courses distorted from the force of the guns. Ports on the massive segmented rings spit green xinium waste-gas to push them back into proper alignment. The return fire was as ineffective as the initial barrage. The question of victory or defeat fell to the flankers.

"That's our signal. Take us out Mr. Nima; it's time to reveal ourselves. Commander Xinren, hold your fire until I give the word. Let's see if we can't take the pressure off our comrades."

"Very good, Captain. I think they're in for a shock, just wish I could see their faces," Xinren said. His enthusiasm was all about the command deck. Battle was joined; this was what they were waiting for. 

Carefully, carefully, she kept the bow oriented towards the path of Enemy fire. They cleared the Liangshan and advanced. Already engaged, there was nothing the Enemy could do to check their progress. The trap was sprung. 

Soon enough they closed the distance and Xinren glanced back expectantly. 

"Just a little closer, Commander. I want to make sure. Mr. Nima, get me ten more degrees."  

Nima took them even closer. There. "You're cleared to fire, Commander." 

"With pleasure, Captain." Xinren made a few adjustments and exhaust from some of the ports pushed them into alignment. "Steady...steady...FIRE!" 

The hull jerked as the shot was propelled the length of the ship, gaining momentum as it reached muzzle velocity. The automated loading mechanism groaned as it elevated another round of high-density shot into the vacuum acceleration chamber, waiting for Xinren's order to fire again. 

The unfortunate recipient of his wrath, the Enemy dreadnought, was not standing up well. After the first shot the shields failed and the second rent and tore the ship in two. The reactor went critical immediately and xinium forced its way out in all directions, embroiling the debris in what looked like a small supernova. Xinren smiled at his work and moved to continue right down the line.

The destruction happened so quickly the other Enemy ships didn't immediately react, their own flanking ship continuing its course. The battle was getting a little hectic with light-noise and Xinren had to triangulate the next Enemy ship’s position from it’s firing pattern rather than conventional sensors.  However, in the space of another minute he managed to get a good fix and sent another Enemy ship to the abyss, a hit to the energy sinks that caused the shields to lose cohesion and tear the ship apart.

"Good shot, Xinren. Wait, what the—" 

"Bugout bursts, Captain, looks like they're running," Nima said, sounding relieved.  

And so it was. Wen's display was flooded with junk data from all the light-noise the Enemy ships were pumping out, a desperation tactic to cover their escape. They’d won. The Enemy was running. 

"Any word from the Commodore?" Wen asked. 

"The Liangshan is sending something, Captain. I'll need a moment to parse it," Nima said.

"Understood. Commander Xinren, while he's working I want you to triangulate the position of the remaining Enemy vessels. They're not going anywhere fast and we can probably catch them if you can get a fix. It should be easier for us since we're closer than the rest of the squadron."

Their signals were digitized photon pulses, fast, but unreliable after a certain distance, and prone to interruption or outright failure with ships firing all around. It was a deadly balancing act to keep close enough to maintain contact and coordination while staying spread out enough to avoid envelopment. 

"Astrogation, Gunnery, report if you have anything for me."

"Got a fix on their propulsion, Captain. Hard to hide burning thrusters for any length of time," Xinren said.

"Outstanding, Gunnery. Mr. Nima?"

Nima and his staff on the astrogation station fiddled on their screens for a moment more. It really was difficult to get a signal through in this kind of battle. Wen hadn’t realized how far away they were. The Void Dragon made distance seem like nothing.  

"Commodore Jiang instructs us to pursue and destroy the remaining two dreadnoughts in the Enemy skirmish line."

"Two? I thought there were three?"

"She further instructs us to let the final ship go as it is already breaking off and will likely be beyond conventional pursuit once we finish with the others."

"We'll see about that. Let's get going, and mind the fire from our own ships. They might have trouble distinguishing targets at this range."

Her object tracker was still complete chaos. Xinren was damn good to catch them in all that noise, she thought.

"Got a firing solution, Captain," Xinren said.

"So soon? Looks like I let the range creep up on me. Well, it's been fun boys, but it's time to get serious. Fire at will!"

The doomed ships had no room to maneuver as Commodore Jiang Brought up the Liangshan, Two Rivers, and Jade Wind to fully cut them off. With the rapid fire from Xinren's cannon and glancing blows from the Gongyue dreadnoughts, they never had any hope of escape. Wen noticed the Kongming was nowhere in sight, though. 

There was cheering on the bridge as the final Enemy vessel was snuffed out, the dead hulk drifting anticlimactically as it lost power and went cold. The crew wouldn’t last long and the ship would probably degenerate into a debris field from all the structural damage.  

The Void Dragon's first action was a resounding success. Commodore Jiang was prepared to let the last ship go, but Wen had other ideas. Emboldened by seeing four kills in as many minutes, she felt like finishing with a good round five.  

"Mr. Nima, set a pursuit course, I want to cut off that last dreadnought before it can escape."

"Captain, with all due respect, as fast as we are we can't hope to catch them now," he said.

"I think we can. Tian, prepare to shift. I've already plugged in a course; prepare to jump on my mark."

"But Captain, Commodore Jiang said..."

"That was an order, Nima! Jump now!"

They shifted with the push of a button, materializing at close range a moment later. Too close! 

"Nima! Maximum reverse, put some distance between us and that ship!"

The Enemy greenshift drive was charging and the Void Dragon would be obliterated if they ventured too close to the shredded space-time. 

"Xinren, prepare to fire," she ordered.

"At this range, Captain? We'll be caught in the blast!"

"We're fast enough to clear the blast radius at maximum reverse. Just wait a moment."

"Captain, they're about to shift out," Nima said.

"Then fire."

"But Captain..."

"Now!"

The explosion was the most violent thing Wen had ever seen, and she was a veteran officer who had been fighting a deep space war for years. With the Enemy ship controlling the reaction destroyed raw xinium radiation erupted in all directions, painting the black with oppressive green fire. The Void Dragon's shield integrity dropped precipitously. 

"Shield integrity eighty eight percent, seventy two, fifty four..." Xinren said anxiously.

"Tian! All power to shields and rear thrusters, get us out of here!" Wen shouted.

The lights flickered on the command deck. Wen's fingers bit into her chair.

"Forty eight...forty three! Thirty nine! Thirty seven! Thirty Six!" 

No...not yet...

"Shields steady at thirty six percent integrity," Xinren said, and slumped into his chair.

Not yet. "Mr. Nima, take us back to the squadron."

"Captain, priority message incoming. Commodore Jiang wishes to speak with you, privately." 


Chapter 5

"I'll take it in my office. Mr. Nima, you have the conn," Wen said.  

Wolf Five maintained a stationary formation a short distance from the Void Dragon and the charred hulk of the last Enemy dreadnought. The flagship Liangshan was at its head, awaiting Wen's reply. Light-noise from the battle had died down enough for reliable communications to be established. All that remained on their sensors was some light background radiation left over from the reactors of the destroyed Enemy ships. 

Wen got up and made for her office, pausing briefly to return the spontaneous salutes of various crewmen. Expressions were light and spirits high; none of them had ever witnessed a victory so quick or complete, the near disaster apparently forgotten. Small scale fleet actions were usually inconclusive, the equivalent of trading pawns, with victories only by the narrowest of margins. For most of them this was their first win that really felt like they had actually won. 

None but Nima seemed particularly concerned that Wen had technically disobeyed orders. She was prepared to justify her actions, though unsure whether Jiang would be responsive to her arguments. That last bit was razor close, and she was still coming down from the adrenaline. In some ways she felt too tired to be afraid. 

Here we go. The conference screen in her office flickered to life. Wen waited for the Commodore to speak first. 

And waited. Are we just going to stare at each other? 

"Do I even need to say anything?" Jiang asked finally.

"Commodore, I— " 

"Stop.

"Admiral Song told me this would happen. I told myself I was mentally prepared for it. I even had contingency plans to account for your behavior, but you surprised me. 

"You obeyed my orders. You followed my battle plan, and carried it out perfectly. I've never heard of an enemy squadron wiped out with no casualties, especially while technically outnumbered and outgunned. You and the Void Dragon performed amazingly well, certainly beyond my expectations. You were the decisive factor in winning this battle, and then you disobeyed my direct orders."  

"I had— " 

"I'm not finished, Captain! What I want to know is why you did it. Why? After seeing the speed and firepower of our new frigate I was prepared to let you test it out. I only wanted see how it would perform conventionally in its first engagement. This was a scientific control, to establish what this ship was capable of under normal circumstances. High Command wanted to test the ship in a variety of situations. You followed every order but the most important one. Why? Did you feel the need to assert your control? To throw it in my face? To show you are a real captain?" 

"To win! This is war, Commodore, and I don't plan to lose. I asked myself why we should let the fifth get away after destroying four. I carried out your plan. We hid in your wake just as planned, then we destroyed them. We destroyed them faster than even I thought possible. After all that, why let one of their ships go? The battle was over; Wolf Five was no longer in danger. Their defenses were even powered down as they fled. There was no point in letting them escape if we could catch them. I could and I did. We have retained the element of surprise. They have no idea the Void Dragon exists and will not be ready for us next time.  

"If you want your conventional data you have it. The whole thing was recorded for the immersion engineers. You have my word this isn't about politics. I would never do anything to endanger the squadron out of misplaced pride. I am a naval officer, like my mother before me; I am here to fight battles and win them. I have no other concerns." 

Jiang didn’t speak for a while. "And your ship? Does that concern you?" she asked finally. 

"What do you mean?"

"Nima just sent me a report."

Damn him! "Commodore I couldn't have anticipated— " 

"I know. We never tested the Void Dragon's greenshift drive in high light-noise environments. We should have, a grievous oversight.  

That shift was dangerously inaccurate, bringing you in far too close to the last Enemy ship. You should’ve been perfectly safe. This is a serious technical flaw that needs to be brought back to the engineers right away.  In a way I'm thankful we learned this now. But that was a hell of a risk you took. Those distorted space-time bubbles just before a greenshift jump are incredibly unstable if popped from the outside." 

"I took the shot. That’s why I’m here. I take the shot. I'm not going to apologize for destroying an Enemy dreadnought any time I have the opportunity." 

A small part of Wen's mind knew she was skating dangerously close to insubordination but knowing Nima had sent a report on her up the chain of command had dulled her rationality. 

"I understand your position, Captain. However, nothing can justify disobeying the orders of a commanding officer. By rights you should be court martialed."  

Wen braced herself for the inevitable. 

"Even so, as you pointed out, this is war. Frankly, we need you, so I suppose I can't really punish you. Our options are limited in even in the best of circumstances. Removing you from command would harm the war effort. I can be objective enough to acknowledge that. So I will do nothing, on one condition." 

Wen had enough experience with official discipline to know when she had gotten away with something. She let out a small sigh of relief. 

Jiang continued, "I need your solemn assurance that you will never disobey one of my orders again. I can't plan future battles if I don't know you'll be exactly where I need you," Jiang said insistently. 

"Absolutely, Commodore. I apologize for my conduct today. It won't happen again."  

"That’s all I needed to hear Captain; I consider this matter closed."  

Wen waited for a dismissal. Jiang didn't give it.

"I knew this was going to be my most stressful assignment yet. Understand this, Wen Guiying: you pull another stunt like this and you could very well lose the war for us. Do you understand? If this project fails we don't have any more trump cards. The war will continue on as it has for thirty years, one defeat after another, until we're all dead. Do you understand?" 

"Perfectly, Ma'am."

"Glad to hear it. Well, the Kongming is damaged, no shifting out until they can make repairs. Looks like that last one you killed got in a few good hits. I'm not going to leave them exposed. The rest of Wolf Five will form a defensive perimeter. I'm off to report in and get chewed out by my superiors. Once the Kongming is fit to shift I want everyone back at the Dark Facility for a real debriefing. See you then. Jiang out." 

*** 

 

They remained in system for some time after that, compiling data from the battlespace, for their own use as well as the anxious minds at the Dark Facility, who would eventually report to High Command itself. Commodore Jiang and the Liangshan shifted out to deliver their report in person. The Two Rivers, Jade Wind, and Void Dragon waited patiently at the edge of the system for the Kongming to complete repairs. They held their position for a while and Wen was about to arrange a shift change so they could get some sleep. 

"I don't like this," Xinren said suddenly. 

"What do you mean, Commander?" asked Wen.

"We don't know how the Enemy is going to react to all this. For us, losing a whole squadron isn't exactly common, but it's common enough. I've had friends on ships that left on patrol and never returned. That's the war. What about them?" 

"They take losses," Wen said.

"But not like this. We wiped them out. I don't know about anybody else here but I've been in the fleet for almost twenty years and never seen a win like that before, not even one of Commodore Jiang's traps where she hides half her battle-group on the other side of a moon or something. Some of them always get away."

Heads nodded around the command deck.

"All I'm saying," Xinren continued, "is they're not used to losing. We don't know how they'll react. What if they're holding back? Five kills and no losses might make them get serious. I don't know if I want to see what the Enemy looks like when they get serious." 

What a pleasant thought. "I'm not worried, Commander." 

She was. They barely escaped. That kind of luck wouldn't hold. "They weren't ready for us and they won't be ready next time. Mr. Nima, any word from the Kongming?" 

"Captain Li reports his engineering section will complete repairs in four hours, estimated."

"Keep scanning and orbiting the Kongming. We're fast enough to cover every possible approach vector. If the Enemy has any surprises for us we'll be the first to know." I wish they'd hurry up. We really are exposed out here.  

"Captain, I have something, " Xinren said.

Just my luck. "Report."

"Light-noise burst in the local star's habitable zone. Could be a solar flare, could be hostile."

"Monitor it, but try to be discrete. Tighten your scanning pattern, no reason to tip them off with signals intelligence. Mr. Nima, inform the rest of the squadron of possible hostile contact." 

Damn! I knew we should have burned further away from the habitable zone; it's the first place anyone checks! I don't care how slow the Kongming would limp away; it's better than being caught by a follow-up patrol in force, and the Kongming could have been towed.

"Maybe they haven't noticed us," said a junior officer in astrogation.

"Unlikely," Nima replied. "They know something's up. The Enemy wrecks are near."

"Can confirm," Xinren said. "They're spreading out in a search pattern, lowering scanning density to a level that can pass for solar radiation. Wait. Getting a strong light-noise bloom on scan."

"They missed us! They're shifting out!" the junior officer said.

The proximity alarm went off. 

"Damn! Looks like they've found us. Gunnery, cancel stealth scans. I need all the intel you can give me. Mr. Nima, get me Captain Li and be quick about it!" Wen ordered. 

Captain Li was quick to acknowledge. "Any luck on those repairs, Captain?" Wen asked.

"None," Li said. "Captain Wen, my gunnery officer tells me we have six hostile dreadnoughts incoming. Perhaps it would be wise for you to evacuate with the prototype."

"Not on your life! I'm not abandoning anyone." 

With no time to form a more complete plan, Wen had to act quickly, "Captain Li, we are heavily outnumbered. Your ship is crippled and the Two Rivers and Jade Wind are out of position doing perimeter scans. We only have one combat-ready ship against six hostiles. I need you relay some instructions to the rest of the squadron once they come in range. There’s no point in forming a skirmish line against so many. Have the Two Rivers approach from the left and the Jade Wind from the right. We need to pressure them from multiple angles."  

"And your ship, Captain Wen?"

"The Void Dragon will act as a screen. We'll use our superior speed harass them in three dimensions and give the other ships time to get in position. It's our only chance." 

"I don't like it, but we don't have a lot of options here, and your ship is the only one that could even allow this plan to potentially succeed. I'll relay your instructions but I urge you retreat if it looks like the prototype is in danger. We can’t risk such a ship falling into Enemy hands. Li out."

Wen's fingers flicked a button and changed the channel on her comm. "Tian, how soon can we be ready to shift out?"

"Less than sixty seconds, Captain, closer to thirty if I focus."

"Then focus! Nima, I need an intercept course, take us off of their left. We need to hit them before they get their shields up, so I want it plugged in just as soon as engineering is ready. Xinren, I need you acquiring and firing as soon as we come out of that shift. Start calculating relative distances now. Hopefully, we can take a few of them out before they know what's happening"

"On it, Captain!" Came Xinren and Nima together, wasting no time.  

Wen’s fatigue was replaced by jumpy alertness. She was used to quickly transitioning to combat-mode after long periods of boredom. Just about everyone in the fleet was. "Fifteen seconds," was the word from engineering. Tian was about to break her own record. It was a long fifteen seconds. The bridge was eerily silent, and then the tell-tale feeling of suspension as they entered a greenshift.

"Get ready people; every second counts!"

They were alongside the enemy. Xinren had one in the chamber and let it fly. The shot went a bit wide and instead of striking amidships it shaved off the forward section of the leftmost enemy dreadnought. The headless ship drifted off course for a few seconds before exploding by segments and collapsing like an accordion.

"You're rushing, Xinren. I need you quick, but careful. They're still pretty spread out. Mr. Nima, dance around them and see if you can stack them up so they can't all fire on us at once. We need to stay alive long enough for the rest of the squadron to join the party." 

It was now a race against the Enemy engineers to destroy as many as possible before they could get their shields online and fall into a defensive formation. The strung-out aftermath of the greenshift counted against Wen. It took precious seconds to move from one Enemy ship to another.

"Closing in on another, Captain," Nima said.

"Very good, make this one count, no second chances."

Xinren spent a moment carefully manipulating the ship's orientation and cleared the gun to fire. It was a perfect shot that cruelly cleaved through the Enemy dreadnought and caused it to flame out and disintegrate. 

"Must've struck the drive core, only free xinium particles could do that," he muttered.

"Stay focused people. If we can take down one more it'll be even odds once the cavalry arrives," Wen said. The Void Dragon was making very good time but the Enemy had a head start. 

Nima's defensive maneuvers had left the Enemy stacked in a neat row and unable to return fire as a group but it left them pretty badly out of position after their second kill.

"Burn for the next one, Mr. Nima. Commander Xinren, I want you to fire at the first opportunity. We're cutting it close as is, better an imperfect shot than no shot at all."

They dashed forward in a hurry and the main gun fired once more. The shot struck with great impact but did not destroy the enemy ship.  

"Damn, their shields are up! This isn't good," Xinren said. 

"We're still faster. Get me a good angle, Nima!"

"They're turning," Nima said. "There's no safe path to their flank without exposing us to fire from the rest of their battle group."

"Then keep pounding them! Xinren, that last shot nearly took their shields down, just a little more!"

Xinren pushed the main gun to the limit and let loose a withering barrage, gritting his teeth as he struggled to keep it going smoothly. The third ship took a solid beating but was able to align itself bow to bow with the Void Dragon, its forward facing shield cone breaking up and deflecting Xinrin's fire with not much visible effect. Wen knew her ship wouldn't stand up for long in a direct engagement.  

They felt a dull vibration, Enemy fire.  

"Damage report."

"A glancing blow, shields ninety six percent integrity," Xinren said.

Still not good.

"Mr. Nima, any word on the Jade Wind or Two Rivers?"

"Still a few minutes out, Captain," he replied, his voice a little uneven. 

For half a moment Wen felt a bit of sympathy for him. This is a tight spot, I'll admit. But she still had one more trick to play.

"Commander Xinren, hold your fire!" 

"Hold my fire?" 

"It isn't having any effect. As we are we can't get in position to do much damage. Besides, each shot throws off our course and leaves us just a little more vulnerable. We’ll direct the free power to shields.  

I don't know how many shots we can take but I do know our bow can take the most. Mr. Nima, I need you to move in a lateral loop and make them chase us. We can't run forever but we can be the biggest pain-in-the-neck target of all time. If we do it right they'll be laid out nice and fresh for when our friends arrive."

A stalemate reigned for a few tense minutes as a non firing Void Dragon took several more unanswered shots from the Enemy dreadnought. The other Enemy ships spread out in an attempt to box her in and finish them off, but Wen kept dancing away and through any gaps they left.  

Still, their luck didn't hold for long. The Void Dragon was raked by fire and the shields nearly buckled after a few volleys. Where are they? We can’t hold much longer! Wen thought. 

As if to answer her silent plea, the Jade Wind and Two rivers made their presence known. So focused as they were on catching Wen, the Enemy had ignored the approach of Gongyue ships executing a double envelopment. The Two Rivers was closer and scored a kill for themselves, the one Xinren had bombarded unsuccessfully. The remaining Enemy ships were forced to turn and face the more immediate threat.  

This proved to be a fatal mistake as Wen ordered Xinren to resume firing. They learned a sharp lesson about turning their backs on an enemy at bay, or would have if they lived longer. With heavy fire coming in from three sides the Enemy squadron did not last long. Two more were destroyed in short order, with no losses on the Gongyue side, but that was only five. The sixth Enemy ship had disengaged well before help arrived and was only briefly detected as it shifted out of the system.


Chapter 6

The Kongming's repairs were completed with all haste and they prepared to shift out. 

"I have to hand it to you, Captain. I've never seen anything like that. My crew and I are in your debt. When we get back to port all the drinks are on us. See you on the other side," Li said.

"Looking forward to it, Wen out.” She closed the channel. "Mr. Nima, prepare for a greenshift jump to the Dark Facility, and let the rest of the squadron go first. I don't like this business of light-noise making our jumps less accurate, best not to take any chances until we can test it."

Wen was trying to act normally but there was nothing for it. They'd fought two battles in a day, won both, and were nearly destroyed several times. The crew was stunned and subdued, and she felt emotionally numb to everything. What a way to begin my career as a real captain. 

The shift was perfunctory, and they sat there a while waiting for the signal that would guide them into safe harbor at the invisible station.

"A transmission, Captain," said her first officer. 

"Then take us in, Mr. Nima."

"It's not the cynosure, Captain. It's orders. I'll forward them to you."

Wen didn't like the sound of that. Let's see here, Admiral Song sends his regards and wishes to inform us of the following: 

Professor Bruzio's science team wanted to go over the data from the first engagement along with a strategic detachment from High Command.

High Command! Wen felt a rush of gratitude for being warned about that.    

Admiral Song's message also indicated they would be at liberty for a few days while the process took its course. Though not an ideal location, after the near disaster against the Enemy relief patrol, the crew could do with some time to unwind. The second action was yet to be reported and Wen didn't expect that the bureaucrats would take it well. 

She knew better than most that High Command didn't like surprises, especially considering how well the first action went. Explaining that there had been another engagement where the Void Dragon had very nearly been lost and was now known to the Enemy was not an encouraging prospect.  

***

"Ah, they're here," said an eager Song. "Isn't this exciting, Mr. Wu?" 

Mr. Wu of the People's Central Committee did not look particularly excited, "Let us call it cautious optimism, Admiral, one successful action does not win the war. We need more data."

"So we do. I'll have Professor Bruzio coordinate with your team and they'll have one hell of a report to send to Madam Cao. If I'm right, and I have every reason to believe that I am, the data should satisfy the clerks at the Accounting Office and the War Resources Ministry, and we'll be cleared to mass produce these Void Dragon class frigates by the end of the quarter.  

"By that time our young Captain shall have all the data we need to establish a standard doctrine and a training course. You should have a little faith, Wu. The end of the war is in sight." 

"I don't deal in faith, Song; faith won't get us anywhere. I want to see results,” Wu said stiffly. 

"That's where you're wrong, Wu. Our entire navy operates on faith. Why do our crews and our ships who have never known a major victory in this war still go into battle? Because they believe they must. They believe they have to keep fighting because there are no alternatives. None of them really thinks we can win, not after all these years. They have determination but no hope.  

"This victory is hope. We can go on for a while yet, but if something doesn't change morale will erode and then we just lay down and die. And why not? If there is no hope of victory why oppose the inevitable? For the glory of the Gongyue Systems Republic and old Zhongxing? Surely you're not so naive." 

"I'm not, but many of our people are, and they will be the ones doing the fighting," Wu said.

"Granted, but even they are wearing thin these days, and the Mei?" Song inquired. 

Wu looked out the window, but there was nothing to see. They were light years from anything worth looking at. "The Mei have no choice. For now. I've heard grumbling but nothing more."

"That will change once we start retaking worlds and settling them; I have no doubt,” Song said optimistically. 

"Being awfully premature, aren't you? When last I checked our outer colonies were still under Enemy occupation, with guerrilla resistance we've only barely been able to sustain."

"You saw Commodore Jiang's report. If every squadron had a Void Dragon we'd wipe out the Enemy fleet in months, and that was only one engagement. We have yet to see what Captain Wen can really do, mark my words."

"Yes. Captain Wen. I don't like this excessive initiative she's been showing."

Song sighed in exasperation. "Not this again. It's like I told the Staff, restricting command track posts to people who score as risk-averse and extremely conscientious on their psychometrics has held back the war effort. We've been cutting off all innovation."

"As you've never tired of telling me. Well, I suppose you've won this round. Let's bring in Wolf Five and get their debriefing over with."

Song puzzled over the screen on his desk for a bit. I hate those codes! "There, they should be able to approach now. Wait. What's this?” 

Song opened a channel. “Captain Li this is Admiral Song, Logistics, you have something to report?"

"That's correct, Admiral. This is Captain Li of the Kongming, authentication rabbit, rat, rooster, dragon, tiger."  

Song waited for the code to go through, which was pretty quick this time. "Very good, Captain, it checks out. You have more data to transmit? Any casualties?" Song was not exactly worried but he was caught off guard. Wu perked up as well.

"Negative, all ships accounted for. The Kongming was damaged in the first engagement and could not shift out until repairs were completed. Commodore Jiang left to report our first victory and sent instructions to join her as soon as we could.  I can only assume that when the first Enemy patrol didn't check in they dispatched another to ascertain the situation. We engaged them as well."  

He didn't go into much detail. "Submitting our after action report for your analysis," he finished.

"Well, since your squadron appears to be intact I assume the action went well," Song said.

"It's all in the report, sir," Li said. 

Wu raised an eyebrow but Song waved him off, "Your squadron is clear to dock, Captain Li. We'll discuss your report once our analysts can review it. For now, your personnel are cleared to disembark and will be at liberty until you are ready to get underway again. Song out."

"Song? What was that?" Wu asked pointedly. 

"I'm sure it's nothing. I need your analysts to get to work dissecting this new report. We'll talk once we know more."

***

"Well, back again," Wen said. She was the last to disembark. Her quarters aboard the Void Dragon were only just beginning to feel familiar, too. She wondered how long they'd be here. Would they have to check in after every engagement? It felt like a waste of time. The data the immersion engineers needed to write simulator programs could be sent back with a runner. 

Taken as a whole, the crew was pleased to have some decompression time. The Mei marines in particular were glad to get off the ship. They had not been on a drill in some time and were getting anxious. Wen didn’t think they’d have much to do on the Dark Facility but at least they could stretch their legs a bit. 

Tian rushed off as soon as she could. Off to Bruzio to see about this problem of light-noise throwing off our jump accuracy, hope it’s something they can fix fast. 

Nima didn’t bother her too much, so that was something. She tried to be neutral on him, she really did, but their history was still fresh in her mind. No matter how long they served together he would always be Cadet Nima, bane of her existence. The worst thing was being constantly reminded of how good he was. Wen barely had to direct the astrogation staff. After a few weeks of maneuvers Nima was anticipating her orders before she even gave them. There was none of the friction or lag time that sometimes happened on bridges when the Captain and command staff weren’t working at the same pace. The crew had really become a single unit and Nima was a big part of that, little as she liked to admit it.

Wen was surprised to find her old quarters were still vacant. Perhaps they cleared them out when they get word we were coming back. Rank hath its privileges after all.  

The accommodations were more spacious than the Void Dragon and she plopped down on the bed still in her uniform. She spent most of the evening going over the battles in her mind and wondering what she might have done differently. There were a few ideas on that account but nothing definite. It was a long time before she got to sleep. It was a problem she had since the Academy; Wen could never get any sleep when she really needed it. Stress and overwork kept her awake, her mind staying in action mode hours after things had quieted down. 

The next day she woke hungrier than she had been in some time. A hasty shower and change of uniform later she made her way to the mess hall. After getting her food she took a look around and realized she didn't know anyone there. She looked around for a bit and eventually found Lieutenant. Commander Xinren sitting by himself. They'd eaten together before on the few occasions she hosted the rest of the officers in her private dining room aboard the Void Dragon, but never one on one. He was older than her, and experienced. For some reason Wen got the urge to pick his brain.

"Mind if I sit here, Xinren?" she asked. 

"Not at all, Captain. It's only techies as you can see. There’re some weirdos around who've been sequestered here in the middle of nowhere for years. It's nice to see a familiar face." He gestured to the seat across from him and Wen sat down. 

"I can imagine. Holding up all right, Commander?”

He smiled and Wen could really see the laugh lines around his eyes. He looks older when he smiles. I wonder what he’s seen. 

“Never better, Captain. It was nice to get in some licks of our own for once. Best assignment I’ve ever been on, and it’s not close.”

“Couple close escapes, though. Say, weren’t you at Harbin?” Wen probed. 

His expression darkened, just a shade. "Yeah, yeah I was. You want to know about it? What brought this up?"

"Feeling curious today. I wasn’t there, obviously, still in the Academy in fact, but I heard things were pretty tight."

"I'd have thought you of all people would be an expert."

"Well, I know the basics of course. Our fleet launched some diversionary raids to lure them away then concentrated at Harbin, blew away their orbital infrastructure pretty quick. We started landing ground troops to retake the planet. A few Enemy ships got away and brought in a massive relief fleet. The entire operation was scrapped, the ground troops abandoned, and my mother led a suicide attack to cover the withdrawal of our fleet, an all around disaster." 

"That's about what happened, Captain, though I wouldn't call it a disaster, except for those poor bastards on the ground. Admiral Wen saved my hide that day, and a lot of other good people besides. We're still fighting. That's something." 

"I suppose...but that's not really what I want to know. What did you do in the battle? What was it like?" 

He thought for a moment. "Well, I was pretty much the Ren you see before you today, maybe a little more hair. I didn't have much to do at Harbin. I was a gunnery officer even then, got off a few shots without putting a dent in anything, and before I knew it we were pulling back. From what I understand, High Command was anxious about not having a repeat of Chengdu so they withdrew a little early, too early in my opinion. We could've at least tried to extract those marines." He looked a little guilty.  

"Commander, is there something else?" Wen pressed.

"What do you mean?" 

"It's just something I noticed, you seem to really enjoy fighting them, the Enemy I mean. Your face lights up whenever you destroy one, like you hate them." 

" 'Course I do. You don't?" Xinren looked genuinely puzzled. 

"I've never even seen them, what they look like, what they act like, whatever. They're just ships to me. I don't even see the ships, not really. It feels like a simulation. How can you get mad at a computer?" 

"They aren't computers," he said definitively.

"You know something. Why do you hate them?"  

"That's...complicated," Xinren said with a heavy sigh. "Do you really want to know?"

"Yes, I really want to know."

"Okay Captain, you asked for it. I think I know why you asked about Harbin. These close shaves we've been having make you think morbid thoughts. You thought maybe something happened there, maybe I lost somebody close to me and that's why I hate them?" 

Wen's eyes assented. 

"I thought so. You were close, didn't happen at Harbin though. It happened at Chengdu."

Wen was stunned; that was decades ago.

"You know I'm the old guy on the crew. Well, I'm even older than I look. Before the war Chengdu was our most important colony, a real hub world, and among the first to fall. When we finally decided to strike back in force there was no other target worth considering. 

"I was right out of the Academy, piloting a transport. We were barely militarized at that point and our technology wasn’t even close to par with them. We had no need to be; we were a peaceful society once. Our problems were much simpler back then, mostly Ren versus Mei squabbles. In hindsight it all seems so petty. My generation was the first to know war since our kind made it out of our original star system. For your generation war has become normal,” he said with disgust. 

He paused for a while, gathering his thoughts. “The plan at Chengdu was pretty much the same as Harbin, just a little less subtle. We'd take control of the area around the planet then land ground troops. The whole fleet had never been in one place like that so we had no idea how outnumbered and outclassed we were. 

"The first wave actually made it to the surface. On the transport we had a video feed. The footage is highly classified so I doubt you've ever even heard of it. We didn't see the Enemy up close, but we saw what they did. Those cities were charred, absolutely destroyed. Chengdu was a beautiful place, peaceful islands and gentle seas, but they turned it into an instant graveyard. They took no prisoners, everybody was either blown to ashes or had their rotten remains just left out in the open, everybody. 

"And you know what the worst part was? It all had to be deliberate, measured, surgical. A dreadnought didn't do that. People had to do that, up close. Chengdu was a thriving world, a billion inhabitants or more. They were exterminated. Not even animals do that. Anybody who can do that intentionally needs to die."

Wen suddenly regretted bringing this up. "I never knew..."

"Well, now you do, and if it's all the same to you, Captain, I'd rather not discuss it any further. I can't wait to get back into it. We'll get em, you'll see. The Void Dragon has just what they need. Now, if you'll excuse me?"

"Certainly, Commander, you're dismissed." 

Wen's mind was reeling from Xinren's account. The Enemy, who always seemed so impersonal to her, were really monsters that burned whole worlds. She'd been playing a game, not fighting a war. She could bluster with the best of them but it didn't seem real until just then. The way Xinren's eyes burned when he talked about them... 

Feeling morose, she found she wasn't so hungry after all and left her half-eaten breakfast for her quarters.  She didn't have much time to brood. A summons to Admiral Song's office was waiting for her. 

Wen made her way there and entered without fanfare. Her eyes swept over a serious-looking Ren man of below average height with a large forehead, a small mustache, and hair that was just beginning to go gray. He wore a civilian's plain black Zhongshan suit, unadorned but well-tailored. 

Jiang and Song were in the room as well, but it was this man standing in the center of the large office that commanded everyone's attention. Song acknowledged Wen as she entered.

"Captain Wen, this is Mr. Wu of the People's Central Committee. He is here to evaluate our progress. I don't need to tell you that he reports directly to Chairwoman Cao herself. He is— " 

"Now, now, don't frighten the Captain, Song; this isn't a disciplinary hearing," Wu interjected. "I want you all to think of me as an adviser, rather than a man who holds your careers in his hands. Though don't mistake me, I am most certainly both, but we don't need to focus on that."  

Wu was quick to take control of the situation. His casual manner did not reassure Wen. Maybe she really was in trouble and he was pretending to be friendly at first out of cruelty. She'd heard about bureaucrats like that. Navy discipline was bad enough; she didn't want to imagine what happened to people who ran afoul of the Central Committee.  

"We've already been over the particulars with Commodore Jiang, and we've read your reports, quite interesting reading by the way, so, this leaves you. As for the matter of you disobeying orders in the first engagement..." 

Wen's posture shifted a little and she glanced at Jiang. Traitor! 

"Calm yourself, Captain. You have nothing to worry about on that account. Jiang's report said you correctly placed the priority on maintaining operational secrecy, which outweighs any concerns over premature combat testing. High Command agrees, you made the right call to destroy that ship. 

"Still, you came in too close and were nearly destroyed because of it."

"I couldn't have predicted— " 

"Indeed not. Be that as it may, it was fortunate the issue with core was discovered early, can't have you shifting into the line of Enemy fire, or dozens of kilometers away from where you meant to, just because the battlespace has gotten too hectic."

"On that point I can agree, Mr. Wu," Wen said.

"Good." He smiled. "Professor Bruzio's team is working on a solution as we speak. She thinks she knows what the problem was. I hope she works fast, you won't be cleared until she does." 

Wen hoped so too. She didn't want to stay here any longer the necessary.  

"Jiang made the right call in overlooking the incident," he continued. "You were chosen for this assignment on account of your aggressive bent, after all. We expected something like that. Jiang had been briefed on you, which is precisely what makes her conduct in the second engagement so troubling." His voice became hard, and Jiang's jaw clenched.  

He's chewing her out? Not me? 

"What in the world possessed you to leave the prototype exposed like that? You and your squadron are expendable. The Void Dragon is not. You should have sent her back at the first sign of trouble, not left her to babysit a crippled dreadnought. It's unconscionable negligence!" 

"I couldn't have known the Enemy would respond so quickly," Jiang said.

"No. You don't get to plead ignorance here. You had responsibilities and you left your squadron, including an experimental prototype ship, just to deliver your report personally. Did you want credit for your victory, is that it? Any squadron commander could have annihilated an Enemy battle group of similar size had they possessed a Void Dragon class frigate. We knew that. That's why we built it in the first place! Well, explain yourself!" 

There was a brief silence, "I'm waiting, Commodore." 

Wen sighed. Now or never. "It worked out in the end, sir," she said. 

Wu turned and Wen thought he was about to tear into her, but he schooled his features and asked levelly, "Oh? And how is that?"  

"It gave me the opportunity to demonstrate a true three dimensional attack." 

"Explain," commanded Wu. 

"Under normal circumstances three dimensional formations don't make sense as it shortens the line of battle. We've tried it before. I've seen how the attempts always go, brief success followed by envelopment and defeat. The center of a battle line, even if it can be hit from above or below, isn't the focal point. Those ships can be lost without much impact on the final outcome if the flanks are strong." 

Wu hummed agreement. "True enough. And I suppose you are about to say the Void Dragon is perfect for that sort of work? We knew that already." 

"Not just the Void Dragon," Wen said, "the whole fleet. We're not married to linear battle anymore."

"What makes you think that?"

"I assume you've been over the data from the second battle. The Two Rivers and Jade Wind approached from separate angles. The Void Dragon, even the threat of it, or another ship of its class, is enough to completely upend the defensive advantages of a line of battle. The Enemy can no longer be sure where fire will come from next and so can't count on the strongest part of their shields to protect them." 

Jiang blinked. Yes, you see, Wen thought. 

"It was a damned foolhardy risk, astute observations though. Our analysts will have to look into this tactic. Perhaps the action was a profitable one. However, there is still the matter of Commodore Jiang's recklessness in leaving you exposed like that. What do you have to say, Jiang?" 

"I— " 

"You would have her abandon the Kongming, alone and helpless?" Wen asked. 

"Yes. The loss of one dreadnought is nothing to the loss of a ship that required the resources of multiple squadrons to develop."

"That's why we're losing! We back down all the time!"

All fell silent. Okay, that was reckless, she thought. Telling the truth to a member of the Central Committee could get you in real trouble. 

Wu stood and stared for a moment, as if to appraise her. "You aren't wrong," he said finally. "Still, there is a difference between calculated risks and suicidal ones." 

"With all due respect, sir, we won. Our victories were unprecedented. We destroyed ten enemy dreadnoughts in a single day without losing a single ship. What more could possibly be enough for you? Why are we being punished instead of praised?" 

"Whether you shall be punished or not remains to be determined, Captain. You are not here to win battles. You are here to generate data, so our strategists can use that to win battles later. If you killed one hundred enemy dreadnoughts it wouldn't matter. And there is still the matter of our loss of operational secrecy. That last dreadnought escaped, with full knowledge of what the Void Dragon can do. Does that concern you?" 

"No," Wen said. Admiral Song had been standing there silently, but he made eye contact with Wen for a few seconds. Too late for warnings now, Admiral. The die is cast. 

"It seems you're determined to make your case, Captain. Very well, let's hear it. Why is this not a problem?" 

"It's time, Mr. Wu. We've tested the Void Dragon's conventional capabilities; we've established her limitations, and her strengths. The only thing left is to see how we perform against an enemy who knows we're coming. This would have to happen eventually. I say let them know. I don't think they can stop us even if they do. Further, I don't believe we've realized the ship's full capabilities. I'm brainstorming all the time, you'll see." 

Wen ran out of things to say and Wu let the silence hang for a little while. "Are you finished?" he asked finally. 

"Yes, sir."

He turned his back on them, glancing out the window.

"Hm...very well. I must confess myself intrigued, Captain. Your quick thinking preserved the ship last time, so I'm inclined to indulge you. As for you, Commodore Jiang, I should like to remind you to keep the operational priorities of High Command foremost in your mind. Leaving the Void Dragon in system without sufficient support and tied to a fixed objective was extremely careless. I don't want to see any more mistakes like that.  

"We're prepared to accelerate the timetable this time, but don't take unnecessary chances. We have no way of knowing how the Enemy will react to this development. Their data should be incomplete, perhaps more incomplete than they realize, but they’re aware something is up and will be a lot less predictable. You must account for this. I need you to take good care of my Captain and my frigate. I'd hate to have to come back here. Am I clear?" 

"As a purple Zhongxing sky, Mr. Wu," Jiang replied. 

"Wonderful!" Wu said, his manner becoming progressively cheerier. "And Captain Wen?" 

"Yes, sir?"

"The Void Dragon cost us millions of man-years in productivity. I will not see them wasted. Meanwhile, the dreadnought gap increases every year. It won't be long before we can no longer meet them in open space, unless something changes, of course. You will protect our investment or I'll find a captain who will." 

"Understood, sir."

"Now I shall take my leave. You're cleared to resume operations once Song and Bruzio are satisfied the shift accuracy issue is dealt with. Why, I think the Captain is on to something. So what if they know about our new ship? We still have the initiative. They're reacting to us. That hasn't been the case since Harbin. Let's make the most of it shall we?" 

There were stiff nods all around. Wu made his way for the exit. At the threshold he paused and turned his head back. "I like you, Captain," he said, "Don't disappoint me." A smile genial and a little menacing crept across his face, and he left. 

"Well then," Song said, "That went better than I had any reason to expect. You're both dismissed. If you see Professor Bruzio please tell her to come see me at her earliest convenience. I know how she gets when there's a problem to be solved and she hasn't been responding to my messages. You'll be cleared once we figure things out. It will most likely be a few days; Enjoy your liberty." 

Jiang and Wen filed out of the office in silence. As Wen turned in the direction of her quarters Jiang stopped her.  

"You stood up for me back there, Wen. I won't forget this."  

"Anytime, Commodore." 


Chapter 7

In a few days time Admiral Song gave his approval, and the crews of squadron Wolf Five returned to their ships.

They were topping off their supplies while Wen supervised. She spotted Tian and waved her over. "So what was the problem, anyway?"

"Kind of a stupid mistake, actually." She looked a little embarrassed. "Let's see, how do I put it...well, you know our sensors?"

"I'm familiar, yes."

"Right, right, well the basic idea is sending treated photon radiation out in pulses that bounce off the local celestial objects and return to the ship. It's not that simple of course, but that's the gist of it. The return path isn't direct. There's actually a whole complex chain of additional particles sent out that push the returning photons into a trajectory for where the ship is going to be, not where it was." 

"And?"

"And the Void Dragon is too fast!" she said brightly. "The information wasn't updating quickly enough and we were outrunning our old scans, throwing everything off. Increased light-noise made it worse. It's fixed now, mostly." 

"Only mostly?"

"Our solution is just a stopgap. Overclocking the sensors puts more stress on the core than I'd like. In the medium term we'll need to design entirely new scanners that account for our additional speed. I'm sure the mass production model will have them; that's where Bruzio is, making sure of it." 

She covered her mouth. "Uh, you didn't hear that from me? Right?"

"Right," Wen said. 

Just before they were ready to get back underway a messenger ship arrived, one of the three-day-old encrypted news couriers that brought back word from the wider galaxy. High Command had released strategic directives indicating Enemy activity was likely to be erratic and unpredictable. They were cryptic as to possible reasons why. Wen and her crew knew more than most, and took extra care in their final system checks.

After a few casual sweeps of outlying systems to get back into the swing of things the Void Dragon received a signal that Commodore Jiang wanted Wen for a teleconference.

"Mr. Nima, you have the conn. I'll take it in my office." What's this about? I thought it'd be business as usual for awhile.   

She flipped on the screen in her office and opened the channel. The display split into four.  Commodore Jiang was there, as well as Captain Li of the Kongming, and the captains of the Two Rivers and Jade Wind who were a man and a woman she hadn't had much direct interaction with.

"Commodore, Captains, to what do I owe the pleasure?" 

"Good morning, Captain Wen. I've brought you all here because that messenger ship didn't just bring a general alert," Jiang said.

Interesting. Wen decided respectful silence was best for now. She'd never been in a position to receive confidential briefings before. 

"Is the Enemy behaving strangely?" Li asked. 

"That's the problem. They aren't doing anything," Jiang said.

"Surely that's a good thing," said the Captain of the Two Rivers. 

"High Command disagrees," Jiang said. "Enemy activity has dropped off to almost nothing. Many feel they might be massing for a major offensive into our inner colonies."

"Do you feel that way, Commodore?" Li asked.

"Could be. Could be they're breaking off contact until they have a plan for dealing with the Void Dragon. Either way, the holding pattern this war has been in since Harbin will be broken shortly. Something's about to give. The inner colonies are on high alert and marine garrisons are being reinforced everywhere. It's too soon. We're not ready to counter a big push."

"What does this mean for us?" Wen asked. 

"Nothing for now. We'll be checking in more frequently and might be called on to harass Enemy landings if that's really what they're planning. The Void Dragon might also be used to slip in last minute reinforcements if it comes to that. If we aren't called for a special mission we'll just keep going about our business." 

"Perhaps some additional drills for my marines, if we have time," Wen said. "They get restless."

"I'll see what I can do, Captain, but I don't want any time-consuming commitments. We need to be ready to respond at a moment's notice. Anyway, for now it's back to the hunt. Your astrogation officers should have the patrol itinerary. Jiang out."

Nothing came of those warnings. It was as if the Enemy had disappeared, withdrawing into the depths of uncharted space. No invasion materialized and no patrol could detect even a hint of their activity.  

Wolf Five's patrol route was just as quiet as any other. They had no contact for weeks, not even a brief glimpse of the Enemy before they shifted out. If they were out there, they didn't stay in one place long enough to be detected. Once it looked like a large scale invasion really wasn't in the wings, Jiang consented to drilling the marines with a few combat drops. Major Zhamisce and his troops were only too happy to stretch their legs. 

As tedious as it was to spend weeks combing the black for nothing, the crew still had jobs to do. The marine detachment wasn't fairing well at all. There had been no further incidents in the mess hall or elsewhere, and Major Zhamisce kept them busy, or tried to. Even so, morale was at a low ebb. Their equipment only required so much maintenance and they only had enough space for pushups and jumping jacks.  

Even if they weren't making themselves a nuisance to the rest of the crew, idle marines had a tendency for self-destructive behavior. Long periods of monotony bred carelessness, and there were several instances of their powered exoskeletons being improperly cleared for duty and malfunctioning in the field. A trooper nearly died when his suit's jump jets failed in the higher gravity of the world they were drilling on. The incident generated such an amount of acrimony and finger-pointing that Wen felt the need to check in with Major Zhamisce to see what was what.

I've never actually called someone to my office to get chewed out before, she thought. Almost exciting.  

Major Zhamisce entered her office and stiffly saluted. He looks nervous. I think I'll try not to be too much of a bitch this time.  

"At ease, Major. I assume you know why you're here?" 

"I take full responsibility, Captain. It was gross negligence on my part to allow my marines into the field with equipment that had been improperly cleared."

"Improper? How so?" Wen tried to keep her tone formal but non-accusatory.  

"Our suits can function in a wide variety of environments with variable temperature, gravity, and pressure, including the vacuum of space. Some locations require more prep time and modifications than others, but with proper transport, a marine can fight anywhere. Lance Corporal Gao's lateral thrusters were not reinforced properly and failed in the higher gravity of the planetoid selected for our last drill."

"And thrusters are important?"

"The most important part of our equipment save our flechette guns and life support, if required by local conditions. Mobility is life for us."

"I can relate. And how is trooper Gao?"

"Stable. He broke both legs and herniated two discs in his spinal column. It would've been much worse if he'd been attempting a large jump. In certain conditions we can clear one hundred meters or more. This was just a short vault over some rough terrain, and thank goodness for that. As it is, the autosurgeon was able to insert some carbon fiber braces and a round of nanites to repair the damage. Still, he'll be out of action for a week at least." 

"And he's alive, never forget."

"I never will, Ma'am."

"It was fortunate we were there to pick him up quickly, then."

"With respect, you don't know how true that is, Ma'am,” Zhamisce said emphatically. “Conventional landing craft can take us from orbit to planetside but not back up. Our bases have autosurgeons but on a planet with no infrastructure we'd have been stranded with no way to care for our wounded. It's a situation I've been in before." 

"No space elevators on the front lines, then?" 

"None, too easy to destroy. The last planet I served on before being deployed here was completely compromised, and the Enemy had a tight orbital blockade. We had to wait for a gap to escape on rockets. Rockets! Ancient technology, but it served to get us to the transport in orbit that shifted us out."

"There must be many marines stranded on Enemy-occupied worlds."

"Thousands, maybe more, Ma'am. This ship is a revelation, honestly. You were able to come right down and get us when I sent the distress signal. I thought I was about to lose one of my marines. I'm grateful, really."

He sounded genuine enough to Wen and Zhamisce had managed to keep his marines out of trouble for the most part, which must’ve been more difficult than she knew. She decided wrap things up. "I'm glad. Think your unit has had enough excitement for a while?"

"More than enough. I assure you, these issues will be dealt with and next time all proper maintenance procedures will be followed. I'll check and double-check myself!"

"See that you do, Major. I'll let you get back to your duties."

"Thank you, Ma'am."

Zhamisce saluted once more, turned on his heel and walked out.

***

"Looks like we've got a bite, Captain," Xinren said, sounding a little hopeful. 

"Check it again. I don't want any false positives like last time. Mr. Nima bring us about and signal the Liangshan," Wen ordered.

It had been a long month with nothing so much as an Enemy ore freighter on scan and Wen desperately wanted this to be the real deal. The longer they went with no contact the more suspicious she became of the Enemy preparing a nasty surprise for them.  

The downtime had allowed them to refine their patrol procedures, though. The Void Dragon could simply cover more ground than any other ship so they spent much of their time out of effective communication range of the rest of the squadron, counting on their speed to escape if they ran into trouble.

"I've got seven objects orbiting that moon in a loose formation, pretty large for a conventional battle group," Xinren said. 

Could that be it? Maybe the Enemy has been merging their smaller patrols into larger ones. "Go to general quarters. We need to rendezvous with the rest of the squadron, full speed ahead."

"Wait," Xinren said. "It's five Enemy dreadnoughts and two satellites. From the configuration I guess they're surveyors of some kind. They're emitting signals that don't look military. Looks like we've run into a mining outpost."

Interesting. Maybe Jiang will let us land the marines and take it out once we're done with the dreadnoughts. "Any progress on that signal, Mr. Nima?"

"Just a moment, Captain," he said. "Void Dragon to Flag. Void Dragon to Flag. Hostile contact confirmed. Repeat, hostile contact confirmed. Five dreadnoughts orbiting the moon of planet five. Satellite activity indicates likely mining outpost. Acknowledge." 

It was a few seconds before the Liangshan replied; they were still pretty far off.

"Jiang here. Looks like you've found them, Captain Wen."

"Planning to engage, Commodore?" Wen asked.

"Yes. After so long we can't afford to let this opportunity slide, but be careful. Void Dragon, I want you to stay in our wake, just like the first time. We'll approach conventionally, no shifting in. It'll take some time and they'll surely see us coming but I want every opportunity to see what they do. Once the rest of Wolf Five is in engagement range I want you to initiate a greenshift jump and pop in directly on the Enemy flank. Hopefully, this will take them be surprise. We'll keep the pressure on while you light them up. Copy?" 

"Copy that, Commodore."

"Good luck and good hunting, Jiang out."

Wen opened a line to engineering on her private screen. "Tian, I want you prepared to go hot as soon as possible, we'll be greenshifting right on top of them."

"Understood, Captain, everything will be up and running by the time we fall in to formation," she replied. 

"Outstanding. Xinren, I don't have to tell you what I need, do I?" 

"No Captain, you don't." Xinren's face looked grim and determined. It had been a while. 

"Caution, people. I want to emphasize caution. This will not be a repeat of last time. We won't be overextending ourselves. The rest of the squadron will be covering us, and we're going to support them. Remember your responsibilities, and carry them out carefully with no hasty mistakes. Take your time and remember your training. Do this and the Enemy will get a nasty surprise. I think they need to be reminded why they're afraid of us!" Wen spoke to the whole bridge. 

The bridge buzzed with nervous energy as the command staff went to work. They slipped into the Liangshan's wake and began their slow drift towards the Enemy. Once they were about a minute away from contact Jiang signaled them all. 

"Steady on everyone, they may flee once they spot us," she relayed.

There was some frenzied activity at the gunnery station and Xinren spoke up after conferring with his subordinates. "Another Enemy squadron is approaching from the underside of the moon! They used it to conceal their position!"

"It's a trap!" Wen shouted.

"That's not all," Xinren said, his voice rapid. "They're weapons and shields are already online and they're too close for us to break off. We'll be caught between the two groups; they have us," he said. 

The eager anticipation about them turned to dread. We were expecting something like this but fell for it anyway. Even so, Wen saw an opportunity.

"Engineering, prepare to shift!" 

"Agreed, Captain. It looks like we don't have a choice," Jiang said, resigned. "Void Dragon, prepare to withdraw. You're more valuable than we are and don't need to share our fate. We’re not fast enough to escape but you are."  

Wen winced, that hadn't been her idea at all. "Negative, Commodore! You don't have to throw your life away on our account! I have a plan; we can make it through this," she said.

"I don't see how, Captain. My first priority is to assure your safe return. If you have an alternative then be quick about it!" 

"You'll just have to trust me. We're losing precious seconds here. I need you to align the rest of Wolf Five with the second Enemy battle group since they’re closer. Ignore the bait squadron for now. I assure you you'll have time to get in position, but I need your clearance to proceed. What do you say, Commodore?"

A long silence reigned over the channel while Jiang considered her options, finally, she replied, "I'm going to trust you, Wen."

That resolved, Wen kicked into gear and started to fire off orders. "Tian, Prepare to shift on my mark. Mr. Nima, you already have the coordinates. Xinren, hold your fire once we come out of the shift. Tian, do it now."

The Void Dragon vented her xinium core violently in all directions and flickered into existence off the port side of the leftmost Enemy dreadnought in the ambush squadron. 

"Xinren, open up but don't get too attached to any one target, the point isn't to destroy them."

Xinren blinked. "Captain? I'm not sure..."

"Just focus on taking targets of opportunity," Wen said, cutting him off. "Engineering, how soon can we shift again?"

"It takes nearly no time at all once we're warmed up, Captain," Tian said over the comm. 

"Outstanding, Lieutenant. Mr. Nima, calculate a shift path for their right flank, but hold it until I clear you. Prepare to adjust for Enemy activity. Xinren, you're clear to fire by the way." 

The gunnery officer had been uncharacteristically slow to engage. He opened up on the closest Enemy ship. His first round hit solidly but he needed more time to wear down their shields, even at such a favorable angle.

"Xinren, hold your next shot. I want one in the chamber for immediately after our next shift." Xinren's eyes looked reluctant but he knew better than to question now. 

The Enemy formation began turning to engage the small frigate nipping at their flank. "That's the signal, Tian, shift again,” Wen commanded. 

Just as the Enemy moved to engage them at one location they shifted to another; Nima's eyebrows raised slightly and Wen supposed he’d figured out her plan, though others were a bit slower on the uptake. The Enemy's discipline and coordination began to erode and their formation broke up, each individual ship trying to defend itself from Captain Wen's needling offensive. 

Whenever they turned to engage the Void Dragon suddenly it was somewhere else, disappearing and reappearing to menace another ship. No single shot was a threat but they couldn’t afford to ignore her for very long, as sustained fire pushed their shields to the limit. This pattern repeated itself over the course of several minutes, the distraction allowing Jiang’s group to close with them unmolested.  

***

The battle looked like complete chaos to the sensors of the Liangshan, even Commodore Jiang herself not fully comprehending Wen's movements, to say nothing of the massive interference caused by the light-noise from all that rapid fire and shifting. Still, somehow, someway, Wen was able to keep the pressure off. 

"She's done it. I have no idea how but the Void Dragon is holding them off. It's our turn to relieve them! All ships, fire at will!" 

The first shot from the Kongming destroyed one of the Enemy's dreadnoughts, and the canon of the Two Rivers fatally crippled another. Accounting for Wen's movement as well as Jiang's squadron proved entirely too much for the Enemy astrogators, leaving them badly out of position. With danger on every side, they were eliminated one after the other. 

The Void Dragon got a kill of her own a moment later when the shields on the rightmost Enemy dreadnought failed. The fatal round pierced the hull and tore a vicious path straight through. The ship exploded in a brief, brilliant, violet bloom that burned out just as quickly. The second salvo from Jiang's dreadnoughts annihilated the rest. 

All that remained was the enemy bait squadron, still somewhat far off. They made no move to rush to their comrade’s aid, holding their position over the fifth planet’s moon. 

***

Wen surveyed the floating mass of indistinct wreckage with a satisfied look. She braced for the second round.

"Captain, the Liangshan is hailing us," Nima said. 

"Very well, put her through."

"I don't know precisely what you did, Captain, but it worked. The whole squadron is in your debt." 

Wen would’ve been happy to receive the praise at any other time but the fight wasn’t over. "Commodore, there's still the matter of the bait squadron. Am I clear to engage?" 

"Give us a minute to form up, Wen. We'll use our original plan." 

"You heard her, everyone! Stay focused, we aren't done yet,” Wen called out. 

The Void Dragon fell in with Wolf Five and prepared to shift.

"Energy surge in the vicinity of the Enemy formation," Xinren said. 

The first Enemy squadron initiated a greenshift of their own, and vanished into the black. They had seen enough.

Damn! They got away! Wen thought bitterly. She was just getting warmed up, too. She sighed and opened a channel to the flagship. “Orders, Commodore?” 

“We're not going to wait around for their reinforcements if they're coming. Liangshan to all ships, prepare to power down and shift out. Set a course for the Dark Facility. Jiang out."


Chapter 8

“Well?” he asked pointedly. 

“Well what, Song?” 

“I told you so, Wu.” 

Admiral Song was nursing a drink alongside Mr. Wu of the People’s Central Committee. The latest report on the Void Dragon had just come in and he just had to celebrate. 

“That’s childish, even for you.”

“What can I say, Wu? I’m in a youthful mood. You saw what she did out there.”

“You mean the ship or the Captain?”

“Why, both of course! Simply amazing! The Void Dragon was intended for use against an opponent that was already pinned down, we never imagined it could function as the distraction. Seems like Bruzio has greenshift accuracy well in hand as well. Those were some tight jumps Wen made as she nipped at their flanks. She was all over them.  

“I knew I picked the right person for this job. She just needed a little time in a command role to show us her true worth.” 

“Little time,” Wu said, and finished his drink, setting the glass down just a little to loudly. 

I don’t like the sound of that. “You look like you know something I don’t, Wu.” 

“That’s one way of putting it.” 

“Anything you can share?” 

“We don’t have time! You’ve been too focused on what the Void Dragon has been able to do. What about the rest of the fleet?” 

“What about them?” he asked, perplexed. 

“Look for yourself.” Wu took out his datapad and his fingers were a blur as he furiously typed for a few seconds. “That’s the numbers for last month,” he said heavily and tossed the datapad into Song’s lap. 

Song took it in hand and his eyes zeroed in on the bottom line. Oh no. 

“No need to go over it line by line, Song. I’ll summarize. It’s the worst butcher’s bill the fleet’s had since Harbin, bloodiest single month in years. Yes, Wen won, but that’s the only place we’ve won. The Enemy is everywhere, and in force. They went from zero activity to numbers we haven’t seen before in the space of a few days. We’ve had to discontinue long range patrols beyond the inner colonies, and that’s not the worst of it.” 

“It gets worse?” 

“We lost New Tianjin’s dockyards to an Enemy raid. High Command even contemplated sending Jiang’s squadron in and making a fight of it but they ultimately voted it down. It was close, though. 

“New Tianjin was our last major production facility constructed before the decentralization program, and with the highest capacity. It’s a good thing we have the Void Dragon class because our dreadnought build rate was just cut by a third. We have no choice but to go all-in.” 

“And when does the Void Dragon class go into mass production?” 

“Already begun. I told you, Song, we have no time!” 

Song sighed. This is a hell of a reality check. Here I was thinking we reached the turning point. “Anything else?” He was almost afraid to ask.  

“One more thing, and you’re not going to like it.” 

Why does something always have to go wrong right after it goes right? “I don’t suppose I will. Still, don’t keep me in suspense.” 

Wu shifted in his seat and looked Song in the eye. “We need to send the Void Dragon out on a mission, as soon as possible.” 

Song was genuinely confused. “Isn’t it already? We’ve had her in the field for months now.”

“This is different. Up to now she’s had a minder and backup close at hand. We need her for something sensitive, alone.” 

“I almost hate to ask, but can you tell me?” 

“Probably not, but who cares at this point? It’s the Mei.” 

“The Mei? What about them? Have the Tiandao come under attack? Does the Marine Corps want something?” 

Wu poured himself another drink and sat back. “The latter. It seems an entire expeditionary force has disappeared.”

“Disappeared or disappeared?” 

“Heh, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Don’t play coy, Wu. I’m not naive. This isn’t the first time marines have been abandoned planetside after the Enemy chased our ships off. If these numbers are accurate I can imagine there must have been more than one hasty retreat.” 

“It’s more than that, a lot more. Our missing expeditionary force is related to Operation Escalade, the Void Dragon project.” 

“Well, I’ve never heard anything about this and it’s my project.” 

“You wouldn’t have. It’s from before you took over. Operation Escalade goes all the way back to Harbin.” 

***

“We’re receiving the signal from the cynosure beacon, Captain,” Nima said. 

Finally. “Very well, take us in Mr. Nima.” Why does it always take hours to get docking clearance? Maybe they’re planning a surprise party and need time to get ready. 

Captain Wen was looking forward to a few days of rest and recuperation. They had been in the deep black without interruption for weeks, maybe months, longer than she would like at any rate. For the most part it was day after day of dreary nothing, just going down checklists on a patrol itinerary and scanning one empty system after another for Enemy activity. 

That last part had been a tough fight, but they made it through unscathed, and Wen couldn’t envision any scenario where High Command would find fault with her actions this time. No chewing out, no official discipline, this run was a success all around.  

Wen reclined slightly in her chair and allowed herself to relax for the first time in she didn’t know how long. There was some idle chatter on the command deck but it seemed distant and indistinct noise to her. Let the rest of them deal with it for a while. 

“Flag, this is Void Dragon, standing by for your message.” 

Wait, what? “Nima! Did Commodore Jiang just hail us?” 

“Just some orders, Captain. I didn’t want to disturb you.” 

Just great. “And they are?” 

“We’re to stay aboard for now, and Major Zhamisce’s company is to strip down their weapons and pack them up. Looks like they’ve been reassigned.” 

“I’ll tell them myself. You have the conn, Mr. Nima. It looks like you can handle the bridge all by yourself,” she said lightly. I hate you.  

He smiled. “Of course, Captain.”

The marines had a motor pool amidships. It was where they stored their powered exoskeletons, plus whatever they needed to maintain and modify them, as well as single flight of three low-orbit interceptors. Only one of which was in any state to fly at the moment. The other two had been disassembled for space, and space was at a premium here. Wen nearly hit her head on the way in.

“Officer on deck,” Zhamisce called out, and the Mei marines snapped to attention. As a rule they were short, powerfully built, and more diverse in their representation of old-world ethnicities than the Ren. They were also in various states of undress. No modesty here, Wen thought. They don’t have the luxury. 

“At ease, Major. Looks like you’ve been reassigned. I thought I’d come to tell you myself.”

The marines looked excited at that. Wen knew they hated it here.

“Keep it together, troopers, you might like our next set of orders even less. I know from experience,” Zhamisce said. 

“I don’t know where you’re headed, Major, Commodore Jiang told me you were to strip down your equipment and pack it up. That’s as good as a transfer.” 

“Looks like it. It’s been a pleasure, Captain.” He saluted. 

“Likewise, Major.” She returned it. 

Wen made for her office after that. She didn’t know how long they’d be stuck aboard but knew better than to ask questions. Perhaps not a surprise party, but I bet they have something out that we aren’t meant to see. Maybe an even better ship. Wen couldn’t help feeling a little jealous at the thought. 

She spent another hour absent-mindedly flicking through reports until Nima messaged her over the intercom. 

“Captain Wen here.” 

“Captain, it looks like they want you, just you, to disembark. There’s a meeting going on and they want you there.” 

Well, aren’t I the special one? “Understood, Nima. Watch the ship while I’m gone.” 

“Acknowledged.” 

Let’s see what this is about. There was an officer on duty at the exit port, a Ren woman Wen recognized as one of the junior officers on Mr. Nima’s astrogation staff. Sharp, looks like command track for this one, she thought.  

“Disembarking, Captain?” asked the officer.  

Politer tone than Nima at least. Wen decided she liked her. “Just me, Ensign. Everyone else is to remain at their posts till I could get back.  

“This is probably one of those boring briefings all senior officers have to attend. My advice: enjoy your rank while you can,” she said conversationally on her way out.

The officer’s lips crinkled in a faint smile. “I’ll remember that, Captain.”

There was a platoon of Ren marines waiting for her at the lift. They wore black uniforms with red piping, and they were armed.

Woah there. “Is this an arrest or an honor guard?” Wen asked. 

“Neither,” replied the leader. She was tall and stick-thin, but somehow powerful-looking, like some kind of warlike ballerina with close-cropped hair. Her eyes were dark, small, and looked a little cruel to Wen. Wen decided she didn’t like her. 

“We’re here to secure your marines’ equipment,” she said.  

“I thought we had loading machines for that,” Wen said back. 

“Your levity does you no credit, Captain. You’re wanted on Deck Four and I suggest you hurry.” 

Just great. “Well then, I won’t keep you. Be careful when you’re carrying all that heavy equipment off my ship. If there are any scratches or dents in the bulkheads I’ll know who to complain to.” 

Wen didn’t wait around long enough for them to reply and took the lift up. Why Deck Four? So unlucky, why would we hold a meeting there? What’s wrong with Song’s office?  

She knew something was up when every checkpoint just waved her through without a security check, and the place looked more deserted than usual. There were a lot of security checkpoints between the outer docks and Deck Four and she blazed through them until she reached the fortified heart of the Dark Facility. 

It looked like something out of a teledrama, the very epitome of a secret base. There were screens all along the walls, each displaying data and images she couldn’t begin to contextualize. Personnel in nondescript Zhongshan suits hovered over work stations, taking no notice of her entrance. Wen had no idea the station even had this many people. 

She lingered on the periphery, not wanting to interrupt them. I’m here, now what? 

“Wen? Captain Wen! Over here!” called a voice from behind. Wen glanced over her shoulder and saw Admiral Song cutting through the crowd with long strides.  

“It’s good to see you, Captain. The meeting has already begun. Let’s get going.” 

Song led her up a short flight of stairs and entered a room with a plain-looking door. Wen followed without a word. 

After going through Deck Four’s bustling central terminal the meeting room looked disappointingly ordinary. There was a table and some chairs, with a single telescreen fastened to the wall on the far side, like any other meeting room really. 

Wen was glad to find that the room contained only familiar faces. There was Song of course, as well as Professor Bruzio the Mei scientist and inventor of much of the Void Dragon’s tech, who looked five years older than when Wen had last seen her. Has it been so long? She wondered. 

Lastly, there was Mr. Wu of the Central Committee, High Command’s overseer of all their actions. His presence can mean nothing good. “Ah, Captain Wen, sit down, please,” he said.  

“When will Commodore Jiang be joining us?” she asked, sliding into a chair.  

“She won’t be,” Wu said. “She’s been relieved.” 

“Relieved!? What for? What’s she done?” Wen was feeling a bit self-righteous since Jiang had been willing to sacrifice the whole squadron so Wen could escape their battle. 

“Peace, Captain,” Song said. “It’s nothing like that. She’s being reassigned for the same reason Major Zhamisce and his marines are being reassigned. We have something else for them to do.” 

A horrible thought crossed Wen’s mind. “You’re not taking the Void Dragon away from me now that you don’t need a test captain anymore, are you?” 

“On the contrary,” Song said. “We’ll be sending you out alone.” 

“Along and unsupported? Is that such a good idea?” she asked. 

“I’m afraid we don’t have a choice,” Wu said.  

“I’m not sure what you mean.” 

“I can show you better than I can tell you, Cap,” said Bruzio. She snapped her fingers and the telescreen flickered to life. There were Mei in work clothes, thousands of them, protesting in front of a building with a big-character poster that read: 

Strike! Strike! Strike! Where is Task Force Xuanwu? Where is Montjoie? 

“Task Force Xuanwu? Montjoie?” 

“Task Force Xuanwu is a Marine Expeditionary Force, probably the largest ever assembled. Virtually every Mei family has at least a distant cousin serving with them. They’ve been deployed on a classified mission for years now, but we’ve always been able to maintain contact until recently,” Wu said. 

“And Montjoie?” 

“A Mei xenoscholar,” Bruzio said. “He’s our foremost expert on the Enemy. Montjoie has dissected their corpses and gone over whatever tech of theirs we’ve managed to capture. I’ve heard rumors that he’s made a lot of progress in translating their language from computers scavenged from their wrecks.” 

“But we’ve never captured one alive,” Wen said. 

“Perhaps. Perhaps he finally succeeded.” Wu said. 

“And so what if he has? The Mei would strike for this?” 

“Not just any strike,” Song said. “We’re looking at a general strike, as bad the Mei rebellions from before the war.” 

“I’m afraid I wasn’t born then. Was it really so bad?” 

“Worse,” Song said. “You would be surprised how much of our society is dependent on the Mei. They mine the xinium, braving conditions that are too violent and unpredictable to be automated effectively. You need real people with hands and brains handling all of that dangerous heavy machinery. They are also over-represented in our shipyards and other heavy industries. Frankly, we need them more than they need us.” 

“I’d like to see that,” Wen said. “They have to eat. The Tiandao can’t feed themselves. You can’t grow food in a city floating in the Eye of Jupiter.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong, girl,” Bruzio snapped. “We have aeroponic farms now, and we’ve engineered crops to deal with the gravity and pressure. There are some who think this isn’t our war at all, that we should just let the Enemy conquer the Ren and they’ll leave us alone.” 

“Surely not,” Wen said. “Wait...you’re serious?” 

“Do those protesters look unserious to you?” 

“Fine, they’re serious,” Wen said. Geez, touched a nerve there, I guess. 

“And we most surely must take them seriously.” Wu said. “At the current rate our strategic reserves of xinium will last six standard months, and thankfully most of the workers on the dispersed shipyards are Ren or can easily be replaced by Ren. However, Ren physiology is incompatible with large scale xinium mining. We’re offering double and triple pay to scabs but not getting many takers. This strike must be resolved, and soon.”

“So you’re sending the Void Dragon out alone to find these people? Why do they even care? Marine units are lost all the time. What makes this one different?” 

“The difference is Xuanwu hasn’t been listed as lost, or even missing. They were disavowed, scrubbed from the records completely with no official explanation. There were just too many people for this not to be noticed,” Song said.  

Why would you do that? “And Montjoie?” Wen asked. 

“He’s famous,” Bruzio said. “There aren’t many Mei celebrities but we treasure the few we have. Lots of poor kids on the Tiandao look up to any Mei that can attain acknowledgment in Ren circles and move up in the world. I would be just as famous if my work wasn’t classified.” 

“And I’m to find these missing people? Where would I even start?” 

“Harbin,” Wu said.  

Harbin. 

Wen didn’t remember Harbin so much as remember who she was before and who she was after. Before, she was Admiral Wen’s daughter, top student and prize pupil, the very hope of the Academy. After, she was nothing, barely graduated, with one dead-end post after another. Harbin was her life and death, the decisive point for everything. They wanted her to go there? 

“Why?” she asked quietly. 

“Harbin is their last known location,” Wu said.  

“But why there?” Wen pressed. “What’s so important about Harbin? Isn’t it under blockade? How’d they even get there?” 

“Did you think the Void Dragon was the first ship of it’s kind? This project has been going on a long time,” Bruzio said. 

“Yes,” Song said. “I was just as surprised as you to learn that there was a prototype.” 

Bruzio sat back in her chair and her eyes looked far away. “Too large for a ship, even a dreadnought. Our nano-engineering was much less advanced then. The first Bruzio core was the size of a mountain, and required points at both ends of the shift. We planned to use it to transport ground troops. Harbin was to be its test.”

“What?” Wen couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You mean I’m not the first Wen to do something like this? To test your tech?” 

“No. That was the point of Harbin,” Wu said. “Harbin is an arid world. Our analysts say the Enemy prefers planets with plenty of water so the hope was they wouldn’t fight too hard for it. It has a good mineral profile and the gravity is a bit much for a Ren to live comfortably. It was originally settled as a Mei world after the rebellions. That was one of the promises made in the Equality Edict. We would find planets for them so they all didn’t have to live packed like sardines on the Tiandao. The Enemy took it from us and we tried to take it back.” 

“And then?”

“Admiral Wen’s last stand wasn’t to cover the withdrawal of the fleet. The bulk had already escaped. It was to give our engineers time to conceal deployment of the B-side of the first core. They managed to hollow out a mountain and install it there, right under the Enemy’s nose. It was a total success.  

“This Mountain Stronghold became a base. We managed to greenshift in reinforcements, turning Harbin into a bleeding wound in the Enemy’s underbelly. They’ve lost more troops there than anyplace else. That was the mission of Task Force Xuanwu. They were to inflict so many casualties that the Enemy would just give up and write off the planet. The hope was if they succeeded we could do it again elsewhere,” Wu said.

“And did it work?” 

“No,” Wu said. “They tightened the blockade around Harbin and just kept sending reinforcements, endless reinforcements.  

“We were careful never to let the Enemy catch on to what we were doing, only ever sending enough troops to replenish losses. We figured they’d just assume we were dug in underground and in the mountains, and never question why our numbers never went down. 

“We were fools. The Enemy became suspicious, not because of anything we did on the planet, but because of you.” 

“Me?” Wen had no idea what she could’ve done. 

“Yes, you,” Wu said. 

“It’s not complicated,” Song reentered the conversation. “We unveil a ship with new and amazing abilities, a ship that can come and go at will with little or none of the restrictions and limitations you see with dreadnoughts. Well, if we can do that above we can do that below.” 

“They tightened the blockade over Harbin five-fold,” Wu said. “They increased ground forces ten-fold. They launched an offensive into the mountains to drive us out for good. And they captured the core!” 

Oh no. “What can they do with it?” 

“Precious little,” Bruzio said. “Or so we hope. The original core is only one way. Task Force Xuanwu has no way to get word to us through the blockade. We only know as much as we do because we sent in another Void Dragon class to check on them.” 

“We already have another?” Wen asked. 

“Just one more,” Bruzio replied. “The line is in mass production as we speak. Crews are being trained. Your latest action was inspired, by the way. I’m sure the immersion engineers will make great use of it in crafting simulations.” 

Wen was a little too worried to feel pleased with herself. “Are you sure there’s nothing they can learn from the big core? We can’t let this tech fall into Enemy hands!” 

“Our thoughts exactly,” Wu said. “Bruzio, tell her how long we have.” 

“The B-side was only intended to receive greenshifts, not send them. But given given the advanced nature of their dreadnoughts, which we only managed to equal in the last year, it’s conceivable they could reverse engineer the core in the Mountain in a matter of months.” 

“And that must not happen,” Wu said firmly. 

“It would still be a while before they could scale it down to something Void Dragon level, though,” Bruzio added. 

“Must it be me?” Wen asked.  

“We don’t have a lot of options, Captain,” Song said. “The rest of the fleet has been withdrawn from open space.” 

Wait. “And you put off telling me this why? That seems like the first thing you should have told me. They’ve anchored the whole fleet?” 

“Yes,” Wu said. “Excepting yourself, of course, the last month has been the bloodiest for us in years. The Enemy is out in force. They’ve been moving in larger and larger formations, forcing us to do the same. However, we don’t have the numbers to adequately cover our space. We believe it’s the prelude to a major offensive into the inner colonies. The decision was made to pull back rather than risk destruction, not until we have enough frigates to replace our lost dreadnoughts. The loss of New Tianjin hasn’t helped at all.” 

“We lost New Tianjin? The shipyard? You weren’t kidding. This is bad.” 

“That’s not the worst by far. Montjoie was on Harbin,” Wu said. 

“And he was there because…?” 

“To capture members of the Enemy species alive, interrogate them, learn their language properly, see if they can be reasoned with,” Wu said. 

“Surrender, you mean,” Wen said. 

“A negotiated peace,” Song said. “There are many who would accept an unequal treaty as the cost of peace. We take no chances, Wen, you know that. If the Void Dragon class fails, we must have a plan b.” 

Wen took a deep breath and tried to calm down a bit. “I understand. So, what’s to be done with Montjoie?” 

“Rescue him if you can, silence him if you must. The risk of our greatest xeno-anthropologist falling into Enemy hands and allowing them to learn our ways is too great,” Wu said. 

“And I suppose you want me to destroy the B-side of the core to prevent it from falling into Enemy hands as well?” 

“Indeed. That is your mission. You must leave today. Colonel Xia and her unit will accompany you.” 

And, like the devil who appears when you speak his name, that evil-looking marine walked in.

Just great. “You’re sending me in with her? Why not Zhamisce and his troopers? They have far more experience deploying from the Void Dragon.” 

“Even so, this is a mission that requires great political sensitivity,” Wu said.  

“The Mei unit has been disarmed and confined to quarters,” Xia said, sitting down right next to Wen, bold as brass.  

Wen edged away a bit. “Is that really necessary?”

“You saw the protests, Captain. We can’t risk the Mei unrest spreading to secure sectors,” Wu said. 

“And you’re okay with this, Professor?” Wen asked. 

Bruzio shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not okay with a lot of things, Cap, but I like the idea of a general strike even less. We really do have a chance to win the war within the next year. I can bite my tongue for a little longer.”

Xia sneered at that. “I’d hope you’d do better than that, Professor. Wouldn’t want to give us any ideas about your loyalty.”

“That’s enough!” Song said, and straightened up to his full height. “This is neither the time nor the place.” 

“I tend to agree,” Wu said quietly. “Captain, you and Colonel Xia must leave for Harbin soon. This is something that can’t wait. It may be that by the time you return the Enemy will launch a major offensive. Hopefully, by then we’ll have enough frigates to meet them in open space. Return successfully, and you’ll be at the tip of the spear. Another promotion or two wouldn’t be out of the question.” 

“Just like that? Nothing else for me to go on?” 

“Not at all. The frigate we sent to check on Harbin brought in some useful information.” Wu typed in an authorization code. “There. Relevant maps and data on Enemy and friendly positions should be accessible on your datapad. Please note that their plasma flak batteries look to be configured for upper atmosphere and low orbit. You’ll have to shift in fairly low to get under them. 

“Also, notice that the Enemy is concentrated along a temperate band in the north polar region. It’s the best real estate on the planet so that’s only expected. Our strength was in the rocky hill country starting at sixty degrees latitude and below. There. See this mountain range? That was the location of the Mountain Stronghold, with the B-side of the core concealed within. The Enemy seized control and drove us into the dry badlands even further south. Whatever remains of Task Force Xuanwu must be there. If they have Montjoie, well and good. Extract him and get out of there.” 

“And the core?” 

“Colonel Xia’s unit has some heavy demolitions equipment. Deploy them.” 

“And if that fails?” 

“Destroy the core from orbit.” 

“Are you serious? I thought that was a precedent we didn’t want to set. If either side used dreadnoughts to bombard planets they could be rendered uninhabitable. How many habitable planets are there in the galaxy? Without expensive and time-consuming terraforming.” This was mad, Wen thought. 

“Too few,” Song said. “But it’s a risk we’ll have to take. A surgical strike from the Void Dragon’s comparatively weaker main gun will hopefully not provoke extreme retaliation.” 

“That’s a big chance to take,” Wen said. 

“What happened to you?” Xia asked. “Lose your nerve? They told me you were some hotshot interceptor pilot they gave the experimental ship to because she was suicidal. Pathetic.” 

“And I don’t want her!” Wen said. “Nima is bad enough. The last thing I need is his twin sister standing behind me with a flechette gun while I’m trying to command my ship! You expect me to trust someone like this on a sensitive mission behind Enemy lines? No way. I want Zhamisce’s unit.” 

“Impossible,” Wu said. “They can’t be trusted once they know what the mission is. They’ll mutiny on you, make no mistake. Marine bases across the Gongyue Government are on information quarantine. They won’t be told anything until you deal with Task Force Xuanwu.” 

“And how am I supposed to deal with them?” 

“Extract a few survivors if you can, but I don’t expect many will remain if they were forced to withdraw from the Mountain Stronghold.” 

“And what about the protesters?” 

“If you can provide some proof that they simply experienced defeat with heavy casualties, they should accept that, especially if you can account for Montjoie as well.” 

“Well, if I’m going to do that I’ll need Major Zhamisce’s Mei marines.” She could feel the beginnings of a plan already materializing. Yes, let’s focus on this. Action now, brooding later.  

“Captain, I just said—” 

“Listen. If I’m to bring back Montjoie dead or alive, and we don’t know where he is by the way, I’m going to need all the help I can get, a hammer and an anvil. What if Task Force Xuanwu is completely destroyed as an effective fighting force? What if the survivors have lost their equipment? A marine without their weapon is nothing.  

“I may very well need a diversion to get at the Mountain, and Xia’s group looks like a surgical team to me. I have no tactical flexibility if I only take them. This is to say nothing of my ability to cover ground on an Enemy-occupied planet to search for one man.” 

“You’re in no position to demand—” 

Wu held up a hand and Xia fell silent. “And what else?” 

“We’re going to have to clear out the magazine and most of the non-essential supplies. I’ll need fabricators and an additional autosurgeon so I can establish a base camp planetside. I’m going to need every trigger-puller available and the remnants of Xuanwu may need to be reequipped.”  

“And additional food and water as well,” Song added. “It’s an arid planet, not quite a desert but it’s a concern.”

“And Major Zhamisce?” Wu asked.

“I’ll talk to him. If I tell him it’s a rescue mission, especially to rescue a Mei celebrity, do you really think his troops won’t be on board?” 

“Mm, it’s not even a lie, not really. Very well, Captain, you’ll have your Mei marines,” Wu said. “But I recommend you take at least some ammunition. It’s preferable if you avoid it, but you may be forced to destroy the core from orbit.” 

“I can agree to that, Mr. Wu. Now if you’ll excuse me, if I want to leave within the day I’m going to have to spend the next few hours loading up my ship. I suppose Xia can come too. I really hope you didn’t make too bad an impression on Zhamisce’s company. You’ll have to work together soon.” 

“I did my job,” Xia replied.

“I hope so. Will that be all?” Wen asked. 

“That’s it, Captain. You haven’t disappointed me yet, and now would be a bad time to start. Destroy the core. Rescue Montjoie and the Xuanwu survivors if at all possible. Those are your orders. Consider this as coming from Chairwoman Cao herself.” Wu smiled at her. 

“Good luck,” said Song and Bruzio together.

Wen casually saluted and walked out. Xia fell in alongside her. “Watch your back, Captain,” she said.

Ugh, not another one.  


Chapter 9

“—and that’s the mission,” Wen said.  

Major Zhamisce’s marines looked restive and surly. At least not mutinous yet, she thought. 

“No pressure,” one said sotto voce. 

“What was that?” Zhamisce asked sternly. Wen had given him the rundown before this meeting and he was quick to clamp down on any dissension in the ranks. 

“Nothing, Major,” said the same one. “Corporal Yimran wants to know why they packed up our gear if we’re being sent right back out.”

I can field that one. “We’re going to have backup on this one, and may need to establish a base camp on the planet. It’s going to be a tight fit and we’ll need all the room we can get for the additional supplies.” And no need to tell them High Command didn’t trust their loyalty and wanted everyone disarmed before they heard this.  

“You heard the Captain, step to! We’re on a tight schedule here and I want those fabricators loaded by eighteen hundred hours. It’s going to be a long night so stay sharp.” 

“What about our suits?” a male marine asked.

“We have the gravimetric data on Harbin loaded into the software already. We can’t unpack them right now, no room, so we’ll have to work fast once we touch down. Harbin can be dusty so make sure you have a tight seal on everything. Well, move it!” Zhamisce ordered. 

The marines filed out in ordered chaos as they got to work clearing room, packing the cargo tighter, and loading more. Wen was glad she wouldn’t have to supervise this time. Major Zhamisce had delegated that to one of his junior officers.

“Right then—” 

“So—” 

“After you, Captain.” 

“This is going to be our first real ground op. I know we’ve drilled, but I’d like to see you and Colonel Xia in my office to help me plan a course of action.” 

“Can do, Ma’am. I’ve already got some ideas.” 

“Great. Give me an hour to wrangle Xia and we’ll figure it out together. Dismissed.” 

Zhamisce saluted and made for the loading dock. At the threshold he paused, turned and said, “Don’t worry too much about Colonel Xia. Ren units keep to themselves but they know their business. We’re lucky to have them, trust me.” 

“I hope you’re right, Major. See you in an hour.” 

Wen didn’t feel like stewing alone in her office so she went to the command deck. Funny enough it was deserted except for a few junior officers she knew by face more than name. You’d think on a ship this size I’d know everyone intimately by now.  

“Carry on, carry on,” she said. They look disappointed. Hell, I would be too. It was a long patrol and I bet they were looking forward to shore leave. Oh well. The war waits for no one. 

There wasn’t much to do just then, the commands had been given and everyone was either doing their jobs or trying to get in a little sleep if they could. Wen paced the passageways for a time, checked that only a few minutes had passed, went back to pacing again, and so on.  

This is worse than waiting weeks for action on a patrol in some ways, she thought. They would be dropping on Harbin tonight, a sure thing. If all went well this would amount to glorified transport duty for her, but she didn’t count on all going well. They’d been surprised too many times in the last few months. Something would go wrong. Wen went back to her office to stare at maps.  

She’d been at it for a few minutes before she realized she never talked to Colonel Xia. After hesitating a bit Wen brought up the intercom. “Colonel Xia to the Captain’s office. Colonel Xia to the Captain’s office.” 

To Wen’s surprise she wasn’t waiting long. 

“Reconsider your plan already?” Xia asked presumptuously.  

“No, I wanted you here to help me plan the operation.” 

“What’s to plan? This was supposed to be a quick in and out. Grab Montjoie, set demo charges on the core, and slip away before the Enemy knows what’s what.” 

“You think it’ll be that easy?” 

Xia sat down without asking for permission and leaned over Wen’s desk. “If you let me do it my way, sure. Your whole idea of digging in, building up a strike force, and attacking together is just going to give the Enemy enough warning to be ready for us. As it stands they think they’ve broken our resistance on Harbin. They won’t be ready for a swift strike.” 

“I think you’re overestimating yourself.” 

“And you’re underestimating the Enemy. It’s difficult terrain so it will take time, but if they expect an attack on the Mountain they captured they can bring in heavy artillery, emphasis on heavy. Their plasma flak is good. We’d have to come in low and fast to get under it, and I’d rather not even give them time to set if up if it’s all the same to you.” 

“And if it’s already set up? Assaulting with just your team is suicide.” 

“Trust me, they haven’t.” 

“And how would you know?” 

“You Navy types don’t understand them like we do, fight them like we do, person to person. They’re slow to act, but once they decide on a course of action they pile on resources until they become an unstoppable force. The way to beat them is never give them the chance, play dirty, hit first, hit often, and get out before they can respond.” 

“Maybe so, but you’re wrong here.”  

“Really? Care to tell me why?” 

“They’ve already decided that core is valuable, and committed major resources to capturing it. They just dug an entire task force out of a mountain range. Rushing in is the exact opposite of what we should do. If you think a small force can slip through unsupported you’re delusional. Our only hope is rallying and rearming the Xuanwu survivors, and using them and Zhamisce’s unit to open up a gap in their lines for you. Besides, if anybody knows where Montjoie is, they do. I don’t fancy trying to interrogate Enemy prisoners without him.” 

“Fine. It’s your mission. Our lives though.” 

“And Xuanwu?” 

“They’re marines. They knew the risks.” 

“Couldn’t agree more, Colonel,” Zhamisce said from the door. 

I forgot he was about due. “Good afternoon Major, or I suppose it’s evening now. Please sit, the Colonel and I were just discussing our strategy.” 

“Is that so? Well, I’ve been looking at scans of the badlands and I think I’ve found a few good candidates for our LZ and base camp.” 

He handed Xia his datapad and she puzzled over it for a moment. “That’s open ground,” she said. “You want to expose us to their air power?”  

“I doubt they’re running patrols that far south. The weather conditions also provide some cover. Some of these dust storms I’ve read about could act as a kind of natural shroud.”  

“Shroud?” Wen asked. 

“Like bugout bursts, but for ground operations, basically light-noise that blinds sensors. It’s useful cover and can get you within visual range of the Enemy without too much heat coming your way, most of the time,” he said.  

Not a bad idea. “Could the Void Dragon deploy something like that to cover your drop?” 

“Would probably end up being too strong,” Zhamisce said. “I imagine it would draw them to us like a beacon, negating any advantage we might gain.” 

“Agreed,” Xia added grudgingly. “Which is why the best plan is an immediate attack. We’ll drop in on them with thunderclap surprise and be gone before they can rouse resistance.” 

“That’s assuming a lot,” Zhamisce said, stroking his chin in thought. “I can think of several things that could go wrong. Suppose they’ve captured Montjoie already and evacuated him to their strongpoint in the polar region?” 

“If that’s the case this mission is a failure before it’s even begun, which is precisely why we must strike now!” Xia said, slamming a fist into her opposite hand. “We must give them no time to transport prisoners or anything else.” 

“It’s just as likely they came upon Montjoie not knowing what they had, and killed him along with the marines.” Wen said. 

“They might not be able to tell the difference, but Task Force Xuanwu almost certainly captured Enemy prisoners for Montjoie to study. When the Mountain Stronghold that held the core was lost, those prisoners may have been released. The prisoners would tell them,” Xia said. 

Wen hadn’t considered that. The conversation died for a while.  

“This is all speculation,” she said finally. “We have no notion of where Montjoie is or if he’s even alive. If he’s already dead the mission simplifies greatly.” 

“I would hope he still lives. The Mei on strike may not be satisfied with a story about him dying on a planet that has officially been lost to us for years,” Zhamisce said. 

“And what do you mean by that?” Xia asked, leaning into his personal space just a little too much. 

“Only that I want this mission to succeed,” he replied, holding up a hand. “Our purpose here is the pacification of the Mei dissidents and the resumption of full war production. Harbin is a sandbox on the edge of nowhere and less than useless otherwise.” 

Yes, it’s only the planet my mother died for, Wen thought. But as soon as that thought came and went she knew she was being unfair. Her mother accepted the mission just like she accepted the Void Dragon. They were both doing their duty and knew the risks.  

“I’ve heard enough. We’re going with my original plan to rally Xuanwu and gather information on Montjoie’s whereabouts before we destroy the core at the Mountain Stronghold.” Wen beckoned them both to her side of the desk. “Major, your datapad is connected to the ship intranet? Upload it to my screen and let’s talk landing zones.” 

They dickered for a bit before settling on an empty region in the northern tropic. “The mountains cover us to the north and we needn’t trouble ourselves over the barren lands along the equator. The surrounding hill country is confirmed by prospectors to have ore enough to supply our fabricators. If any Xuanwu troopers yet live we can rearm them at our leisure,” Wen stated. “Questions, comments, concerns?” 

“It’s a solid choice, the plasma flak coverage is likely to be weak to nonexistent there, and optimized against orbital drops in any case. Coming in under it shouldn’t be a problem.” Zhamisce said. 

“And after we land?” Xia asked. 

“Establish a base camp, unpack your gear, calibrate it for local conditions, and get those fabricators processing the local resources into something usable. After that I’ll be sending both of your units out to comb the mountains for survivors and gather intel.” 

“And how long do you suppose that will take? High Command wants this mission done yesterday,” Xia said.  

“That’s entirely up to you, Colonel. Just carry out your orders and they’ll be done before you know it.” Bitch. “I’ll leave the briefing of your troopers up to you. Dismissed.” And stay out of my office. 

Wen waited for the door to close behind them before slouching and pinching the bridge of her nose. Ugh, that was exhausting. She objected to everything, and I don’t think I’ve slept for a day and a half. Everything about this mission is rushed, she thought.  

Oh well, can’t do anything about it. At least once we land I won’t be the one doing the hard work. Sometimes it was good to be the Captain.  

Wen didn’t trust herself to remain awake if she stayed alone in her office for a minute longer. She went back to pacing the passageways and checking in on the loading crews a few times an hour. On one of her forays she met Xinren leaving the crew compartment.  

“Carry on, Commander, we’ll be underway soon,” she said.  

“I was just headed out for a last minute check of the accelerator rails. Did you know they have to be reset after every hundred shots? We’re getting very close to that and I’d insist on it if we weren’t carrying so little ammunition. Do you really think that’s a good idea?” 

Trust a gunnery officer to care only about the gun. For a moment she considered whether the stereotype about gunnery officers being myopic about everything but their job was true. Perhaps it’s why they don’t give us our own ships, usually. She smiled.  

“Nothing we can do, Commander. It’s a ground op for the most part. We always knew the Void Dragon would eventually be used for something like this. If we run into trouble we run, no point in taking on Enemy ships without our friends around, eh?”  

“If you say so, Captain. Can’t say I like it, though. I’m a Navy man, for life.” 

“We’ll get back to the black Xinren, you’ll see, just have to handle this bit of business for the powers that be. See you.”  

She dearly hoped this mission wouldn’t take long. Transforming the ship into a combination cargo ship and troop transport had already been a pain and a half. Those loading crews better be done by the time I get there or I’ll know the reason why.  

She pounded down the passageways, her long legs carrying her with authority to the cargo compartment. “Major,” she called out. “Progress report.” 

“That’s about the last of it, Captain. Exit ports will be sealed in five minutes.” 

Finally. “I’ll see you on Harbin.”  

*** 

“Lieutenant Tian, bring up our intelligence report on the Enemy’s expected flak grid and plot a greenshift jump to take us under it. Put us as close to the planned LZ as possible, in the lower stratosphere. We should be able to use meteorological conditions to conceal our descent from there.” 

The command deck was buzzing with activity once more. Their brief layover at the Dark Facility was finally over and there would be no prelude. Harbin was but seconds away and a few of the lucky ones on the command deck had managed to wrangle a few hours of sleep. Many weren’t so lucky. This was their first ground op against live hostiles and Wen had commanded her most experienced personnel to their stations. There would be no second stringers for this.  

Wen knew they were tired. She was tired. She thought about passing out stims but didn’t want them wired and jittery. Just have to get them down safely, then I can rest. 

“Ready to go, Lieutenant?” she asked.  

“All systems go,” Tian relayed over the com. “Energy dispersal is set to maximum. They’ll never know we were there.” 

“I like the sound of that. All right, raise shields,” she ordered as an afterthought. The gunnery staff carried out her command robotically. “Our intel on their flak belt is incomplete. I don’t fancy being disintegrated when we come out of our jump.” 

The energy sinks hummed as they pushed the massive light particles together in a huge reaction before venting them as thick strings from exhaust ports along the hull. Then, differential gravity filters bent and stretched the strings into sheets of transparent armor that encased the ship, thickest in the forward-facing cone at the bow.  

“Shield integrity one hundred percent,” Xinren reported. 

“Copy that, Commander. Lieutenant Tian, you may shift when ready.” 

Wen made a note of paying a compliment to Tian and Bruzio on their optimization work when she hardly felt that funny feeling associated with greenshifting and they popped in a moment later. She was just about to make the command to descend when the ship lurched. 

“What the hell? Are we under fire already? Report!”  

The command deck was chaos as the staff struggled to find out what was wrong. A few seconds went by and Wen felt something that she could swear was g force. It was weak, but she shouldn’t have been able to feel anything through the Void Dragon’s artificial gravity field. 

“We’re losing altitude, Captain,” Nima said. “Thirty kilometers.” 

“Altitude? Fire the plasma thrusters, full reverse!” Wen ordered. 

“In a gravity well? You’ll tear the ship apart! Twenty nine kilometers.” 

“Then give me whatever you can!” 

“I’m trying! Twenty seven!” Nima called back. 

What’s going on? “Is it Harbin’s gravity? Dust clogging the thrusters already? We should be above their weather conditions!” 

“Gravity...gravity,” Nima puzzled over the astrogation display. “You fool,” he said quietly. “The shields! We have too much mass with the shields! Xinren, take them down!” 

Of course, Wen thought. People had a tendency to forget massive light had mass, and while their shields were transparent they were heavy.  

“You heard the man, Commander, take them down,” Wen ordered.  

Xinren started working without a word. 

“It’s not working,” Nima said. “Twenty two.” 

“The shields are molecularly complex structures. They’re designed to hold under extreme force,” Xinren replied. “The pressure from the rapid descent is likely helping them hold together. I’ve only got bits fraying off. This is easier in space.” 

“Eighteen and accelerating, Captain,” Nima called out.  

Damn. Damn. Damn. What to do? Wen had spent so much time trying to keep the shields up she never really considered what she’d have to do to take them down in a hurry.  

Wait. Take them down.  

“Xinren, fire the main gun!” Wen ordered. 

“Captain, if you think that will reverse our momentum—” 

“Not that way, Nima! Xinren, it will break up the shield.” 

“That could work,” Xinren said. “If the shield isn’t set to reform after each shot it won’t. We’ll be able to get clear.” 

“Then what are you waiting for? Do it!” she ordered. 

“Got to minimize the muzzle velocity. At full power we could crack the planet’s crust, and nobody wants that!” Xinren yelled back, working furiously. 

“I suggest you hurry,” Nima said in a strained voice. “Twelve.” 

“Okay...now!”  

Xinren fired. The shot blew out the shield cone from the inside and the Void Dragon slipped right through. Nima spent a few seconds desperately trying to control descent and right the ship along with his astrogation staff. 

“Steady at five kilometers,” he reported. “I can’t believe this. We can forget about stealth. That shot will bring the whole planet down on us,” he said viciously. 

Wen did not need this right now. “Watch your tone, Nima! Take us to the LZ and that’s an order!” 

The Void Dragon continued its slow descent until a junior officer at the gunnery station got a frantic look on his face. “I can’t be sure...I can’t be sure...” he muttered. 

“Speak up kid, what’s the problem?” Xinren asked.  

“I think...I think we’re being scanned, right now,” he said.  

Xinren looked over the officer’s shoulder to double check and sprang into action once he saw whatever he was looking for. “Activate the proximity alarm. Captain, hostile contact,” he reported. 

“ETA?” Wen asked.  

“Unknown, but if they’ve made us already interceptors could be here in minutes.” 

“That’s it then,” Nima said. “Captain, abort the mission. Without the element of surprise we can’t hope to succeed. We can slip away and perhaps they’ll dismiss us as another scout. We might even be able return once the heat dies down.” 

Wen thought about it, really thought about it. They could rest for a day and slip right back in at another LZ they weren’t watching. But no, time was of the essence and she couldn’t allow the Enemy to stop her now. 

“Negative. We’ll head south and lose them in the equatorial region,” Wen ordered.  

“Captain, I think you’re forgetting—” 

“I think you’re forgetting whose ship this is, Mr. Nima. Make. It. So.”  

They made their way due south, for the sun-baked equator and the dust storms. Ground-based interceptors wouldn’t be much use there for long.  

“Three interceptors approaching from the northwest,” Xinren said. “Hypersonic speeds.” 

“Faster, Mr. Nima.” 

“Captain, I can’t. We’ll tear the ship apart if we go much faster!” 

“Then give me everything you can. Check with Tian if you’re unsure what the ship can sustain.” Wen’s object tracker showed the interceptor formation was banking in for an attack run.  

The crew was deafened by a series of sharp strikes that tap danced down their starboard side and Wen could see the Enemy fighters were pulling off for another go.  

In space with their shields up the Void Dragon would have laughed this off. Their shields, even the weakest, thinnest layer amidships could easily turn aside pea shooters such as those. Here they might actually be a threat. Even so, the ship was solidly constructed of durable, space-grade neosteel. It would probably be a while before the Enemy could chew through it on their own.  

Where were those dust storms? “Nima, how much further to the equator?” 

“We should be coming up on it about now. It seems to be an unfortunately clear day.” 

Just great.  “Xinren, give me a scan, 300 kilometer radius. Find me a dust storm to hide—” 

RAT-A-TAT-TAT.  

“—in.” Damn, that was loud. “Xinren? Commander Xinren? Did you hear me?” 

His reply was drowned out by another RAT-A-TAT-TAT.  

“I said I’m trying, Captain, but they’ve shot out a few of our photon discharge ports. It won’t be complete.” 

“Give me what you can.”  

“Okay, Captain, I’ve got one about—”  

There was another RAT-A-TAT-TAT followed by an awful, unhealthy shearing sound.  

“I SAID ONE HUNDRED KILOMETERS SOUTHEAST!” The RAT-A-TAT-TAT was constant now.  

“DOES IT SEEM LIKE THEIR ATTACKS ARE GETTING CLOSER TOGETHER?” Wen shouted over the din. 

“AT THIS RATE WE WON’T MAKE IT!” Nima added. 

“I AGREE. XINREN, BUGOUT BURST.” 

“WHAT?” 

“BUGOUT BURST. TRY TO SHAKE THEM WITH LIGHT-NOISE!” 

“I’LL TRY.”  

The Void Dragon pumped out enough light to blind half the hemisphere, random spectrum, random frequency. Wen’s object tracker went completely blank for a few seconds.  

“WELL?” 

“IT’S NO GOOD, CAPTAIN! THEY’VE CHEWED UP OUR STARBOARD ENERGY SINK AND THEY’RE IN VISUAL RANGE, NO NEED TO DETECT US WITH INSTRUMENTS!” 

Looks like I’ll have to deal with this myself.  

“NIMA, ORDER THE CARGO COMPARTMENT TO UNPACK AN INTERCEPTOR. YOU HAVE THE CONN! GET THE SHIP TO THE LZ SAFELY!” 

Wen dashed off the command deck and as soon as she was alone in the passageways commenced to shaking out her limbs. Have to get lose, like I used to. It had been years since her piloting days but she would remember her old instincts, she’d have to.  

The marines were working at unpacking even as she arrived. “Tell me you have an interceptor ready to fly.” 

“Just about, Captain,” Zhamisce replied. “You’ll have to extend the wings in flight, though. You’re really planning to fly it yourself?” 

“No choice.” 

“Captain, I have troopers with pilot ratings. We can handle this,” he said delicately, or at delicately as could be managed over the noise. 

“Just shut up and open the hatch,” she commanded.  

She slid in, her hands groping for the familiar...wait, this doesn’t look familiar at all!  

“What the hell? This isn’t an I-6!” she called out.  

“It’s an I-7, they’re new,” a trooper replied.  

Figures. Everything’s new this days. “Give me the startup checklist.” 

“Checklist? Captain—” 

She snatched the datapad out of his hand. “I’ll thank you not to question my judgment. I get enough of that from Nima.” She sealed the cockpit and brought up ‘I-7 Startup Checklist’ on Zhamisce’s datapad.  

Okay, let’s see here. It can’t be that different. Secondary power, primary power, fuel lines, check check check. It’s not that different at all, more intuitive control placement as well, unless I’m misremembering. Okay, okay, let the plasma turbines spool up and we’ll be in business.  

She brought up the external speakers. “Clear the cargo compartment and open the port,” Wen ordered. 

The marines scurried away as the plasma turbines rattled the whole deck. “Okay time to go.”  

She waited for the exit port to open. And waited.  

And waited.  

All the while she heard the muffled sounds of the Enemy interceptors chipping away at her ship’s armor. “What’s keeping them?”  

She glanced down at the datapad and noticed she had a message.  

The door is damaged. We can’t open it. -Major Zhamisce 

“Oh that’s just great. Let’s see, what to do, what to do?” Her fingers danced over the controls, remembering and reeducating themselves as she bounced in her seat. She had to do something, and fast.  

Come on, come on, come to me, come to me… 

And then she had it.  

Wen extended the forward-facing shield prong and used it to vent some raw plasma. It was like using a pair of tweezers while wearing a boxing glove, but eventually she was able to cut the door open.  

Free! 

The turbines roared and Wen’s interceptor cleared the Void Dragon just fast enough for her to catch sight of the Enemy formation pulling off in her peripheral vision, their latest attack run complete. 

That was lucky, she thought. If I escaped a second sooner I’d have plowed right into their fire pattern. Mm. Maybe they’re out of ammo? 

But no, they were coming back for another run. Wen extended her wings and pulled up, trying to make them follow.  

Altitude, altitude and speed were life for an interceptor pilot. Wen learned that in the Academy. She gained both rapidly and checked her six. No bites, oh well, it was worth a try. She should have known better than to think they’d give up a big fish for one little interceptor.  

It was probably for the best. She noticed that every time she reached a certain speed threshold she experienced a shock of turbulence. That’s not normal, Wen thought. Had she done something wrong?  

She repeated the pattern a couple of times, completely at a loss for what to do, before resigning to turn around and confront the Enemy, turbulence or no. Just as she was about to start her dive she snapped her fingers and hunted around for a moment until she found the lever that extended her other wings.  

Hypersonic boom breakers. They made her interceptor look a bit like a triplane in an ancient aviation museum, but they would break up the pressure every time the craft reached high Machs and allow her to go fast. They also contained prongs to extend and bend massive light into a diamond shaped shield, but Wen didn’t want the extra weight. She wanted the speed. 

Down, down, she swooped like a raptor. Let them ignore me. I’ll show them.  

The I-7 interceptor had four guns, using the same massive light powered vacuum acceleration rail technology as the guns on larger Navy vessels, but with an extra feature. The magazine fed the rounds into a chamber with two parallel charged kinetic energy plates that were continually rotated for rapid fire and recoil absorption. Wen would tear them apart from above.   

The Enemy formation was perfectly lined up for her, coming in stacked up astern for a slow pass on the wounded frigate. Big mistake. 

Wen slowed down a bit; she didn’t want anything to throw off her aim. She led her target and let it rip.  

Three bursts of rapid fire tore through the leader and clipped a wingman. It was a perfect volley. There wouldn’t be enough of the leader left to bury. Before she had a chance to finish off the other two the speed got away from her and she blew past them.  

That’s what you get for lack of situational awareness.  

Her instruments indicated the survivors were breaking off their attack. Whether they meant to run or chase her she didn’t know. She pulled up because she’d need altitude for another dive regardless.  

The second climb was much faster now that her boom breakers were properly deployed. She was about to dive again to continue the fun when she noticed she was being followed.  

Well, well, well, looks like you do care after all. They were on her tail but not close enough to hit her yet. She tried to randomize her flight path just a bit, though, no reason to give them an easy shot. 

That’s what I get for lack of situational awareness. There was a reason the attack dive was a group tactic. No single interceptor would be have time to take out an entire Enemy flight in one pass.  Now she was in a hell of an unfavorable dog-fighting situation, but at least the pressure was off the Void Dragon and they could slip away. That wouldn’t save her, but Wen had been in tight spots like this before.  

Her sensors gave half a moment’s warning and she veered hard to the left, dove a bit, and corkscrewed back to the right in an evasion pattern. They’re closer than I thought. This is bad. 

Wen knew she couldn’t shake them forever, but they’d been pounding the Void Dragon for a while and had to be low on ammunition. Her luck had held so far. It would have to hold a while longer.  

Since altitude was no help now she decided to descend and see if she couldn’t lose them amid the mountaintops. She took a steep dive and pulled up only just in time skim the surface of Harbin’s equatorial desert badlands. Her instruments went a little crazy as they adjusted to the mammoth cloud of dust kicked up by her plasma turbines and the muted shockwaves echoing off the mountains. Once her piloting software caught up to the situation and returned to relaying accurate data Wen noticed something. 

Only one of them is following me closely. The friend is limping behind, must have nearly finished him on my first attack run.  

This was good. Avoiding one interceptor was infinitely easier than two. At hypersonic speeds she made the mountain range beyond the northern tropic in record time.  

Okay then. Let’s see if you like this! 

Wen sent a pulse of massive light in all directions and mapped herself out a fine obstacle course. It would be tight in places and she’d have to reduce speed but hopefully her pursuers wouldn’t be ready for her plan.  

It was like the days of simulator training in the Academy. Wen couldn’t help herself; she was having fun.  

Her heart sang as she swooped through a valley. Her feet tapped merrily and she took a hard turn around a small mountain and led the Enemy interceptors in a race to the other side. Can’t catch me! 

She could tell her plan was working because the Enemy had ceased trying to shoot her down, their attention completely taken up by simply hanging with her. Their wounded bird had given up entirely, going into a climb to monitor the pursuit from on high. It wasn’t working, though. They were slowly falling behind and Wen sensed her chance had come.  

After drawing the bogey on her tail into a figure eight through some jagged rocks she pulled up hard. Unpredictability was her specialty. Most pilots overly relied on their predictive copilot software and didn’t improvise well, especially at very high speeds. Wen never had that problem.  

It was a simple matter to line up the wounded bird in her crosshairs as she climbed. They didn’t have much chance to take evasive action and Wen let off a burst of fire from her forward-facing rail guns. One of the slugs must have clipped a plasma turbine because she caught a hint of purple steam in her peripheral vision. 

The free plasma they used in their turbines could melt just about anything if it leaked and the Enemy’s fuselage was scrap a fraction of a second later. Two down. One to go.  

Wen was halfway through a celebratory barrel-roll when she lost control of her craft.  

Damn. That one must’ve been more on the ball than I thought. I never lost him for a second, and I bet he wants revenge for his wingmen.  

She felt a shock of turbulence once she had (mostly) managed to regain control. It returned any time she tried to accelerate and Wen knew immediately what was wrong. Her boom breakers were damaged. Without her hypersonic boom breakers she’d slow down and become an easy target.  

Wen needed speed; speed was life. Thankfully, her pursuer was pretty obviously conserving ammunition, or else she’d probably already be dead. He won’t take anything less than a perfect shot. Well, I have no intention of giving him one! 

She flailed wildly, pitching and rolling this way and that, but the Enemy interceptor stayed with her, patiently waiting to deliver the kill shot once she slipped up.  

Wen realized her mangled boom breakers were more trouble than they were worth just then, and at these speeds were actually creating significant drag. It was the work of a moment to cut them loose for a small burst of speed. The action ended up tempting the Enemy’s itchy trigger finger and he wasted a burst of fire on the jetsam.  

For a moment Wen dared to hope that was the last of his ammunition and he’d turn back, but no such luck. It was becoming quite clear to her that the opportunity window for escape was closing. He wasn’t going to give up and she was fresh out of tricks. Or perhaps not.  

If it’s worth trying once it’s worth trying twice, she thought. Wen hadn’t meant to bait him the first time but he didn’t need to know that. Her craft had two plasma turbines and could limp away on one if absolutely necessary. She secured the fuel line to her second engine, no point in taking a chance on a leak, after all. The image of the kind of damage that could do was pretty fresh in her mind.  

Just need to draw him a little closer. Wen slowed down, but only enough to allow some more creative maneuvers, nothing suspicious about that.  

The interceptor started gaining on her, but it wasn’t quite enough.  

Come on. I’m right here. You want your perfect shot? It’s here, just come a little closer.  

Wen leveled off and reduced her speed more than reason and sanity might dictate. Closer.  

Her instincts served her well. She dropped her engine a split-second before the Enemy craft opened fire. He was close, too close, and plowed right into the cloud of burning plasma that erupted from hitting Wen’s spare turbine. That wasn’t the end of her problems, though. 

Shit! Shit! Shit! I was too close. Wen felt heat on the back of her neck as her I-7’s automated damage control system struggled to contain a plasma fire that was spreading just behind her. She knew it was bad when she started to lose altitude. That could only mean the fire was spreading to her other engine and a fuel detonation could take place at any moment.  

She struggled with the controls to jettison it (and the magazine she quickly remembered, a fire to either was instant death). The onboard safety software didn’t seem to comprehend the danger and made her confirm she was sure twice before executing the command and cutting loose her craft’s most explosive components.  

It was only just in time as she felt an eruption of heat and violence right behind her.  

She didn’t have much time to be thankful. The last thing Wen noticed was how low her altitude was before the remains of her interceptor skipped across the ground like a stone.  


Chapter 10

Major Weilan Zhamisce was having one hell of a long day. It all started after a particularly dangerous space battle which he neither saw nor heard. He and his unit had no choice but to hold on and hope for the best. That was simply part of a marine’s life aboard a warship, and entirely expected. The real trouble started after they returned to port, when a particularly haughty and arrogant (but weren’t they all?) Ren officer had ordered his unit to disarm.  

Still, he wasn’t one to complain. That, too, was par for the course. His like wasn’t highly regarded and his troopers even less. Mei were there to shut up and do what they were told.  

Then they received word that they would be sent out again, without so much as a day of R&R. But that wasn’t all; they were being sent out to find Task Force Xuanwu, the celebrated expeditionary force. The whole Marine Corps wished for a deep space deployment with them. Their mission: highly classified and behind Enemy lines. Nobody knew what Xuanwu got up to exactly, but glory and prestige were theirs. They were widely perceived as an elite unit who only took the best of the best, and that was something every good marine wanted to be a part of.  

What a surprise that they had been on Harbin of all places the whole time. Harbin, one of the first Mei colonies, a miserable dusty rock remote from everything that mattered, was the site of the second worst defeat of the war.  

Xuanwu had been there for years, dug in, reinforced and resupplied with experimental technology that all but teleported cargo into their base, a hollowed out Mountain Stronghold. They were there to bleed the Enemy dry, bleed them until they decided Gongyue Government planets weren’t worth occupying after all. 

And add to all that the business with Montjoie the xenoscholar, the man who was to interrogate Enemy prisoners and learn their language. Major Zhamisce didn’t know what to think about that. Did they expect to negotiate? To surrender? He feared the later if he was telling the truth.  

He knew very well that the civilians were tired of the war. They would accept just about any conditions to make it all go away. They might not have said it exactly, but that was the kind of thing you didn’t need to say out loud. Everybody knew. It was in the air, little as the authorities might like it.  

Zhamisce thought it was all quite naive. He’d seen them up close. There was no reasoning with those creatures without number. When they came swarming out of the swamps it was kill or be killed. 

That was why he liked his current posting. The Void Dragon was miracle technology. This was going to be his first real chance to land a little surprise party on an Enemy-occupied planet and do maximum damage. And they would. Oh, they would.  

They would strike without warning, wreck infrastructure, poison the wetlands the Enemy loved so well, kill whatever they could catch, and slip away to do it again on another planet just as they were beginning to marshal resistance. Let them have a taste of what we’ve been dealing with for as long as I’ve been fighting.  

Trooper for trooper he knew his Mei marines were better than anything the Enemy could muster. They just had numbers and space superiority so they could usually land reinforcements whenever they pleased. Take away those advantages and they’d crumble in short order, he was sure. Yes, the Void Dragon was perfect.  

The Captain was an all right sort too, for a Ren, even listened to him once in a while. Too bad she wasn’t with them anymore. 

When they entered Harbin’s airspace they experienced some strange turbulence followed by sustained interceptor attack. Zhamisce supposed they had come in too high and tripped the planetary defense grid. That was bad, but not unsalvageable. He was just about to scramble their own interceptors when Captain Wen herself had come down and demanded one. It wasn’t his place to refuse her (but she could have left him his datapad) so he stepped aside and let her go.  

Whatever she did must have worked because the Enemy interceptors had been driven off and they’d managed to land unmolested and set up a fairly defensible base camp in the foothills south of the mountain range that contained their ultimate target. The ship was shot up to all hell, though. It looked like they might be here a while.  

And so there he was, trying to set up a perimeter and organize repairs at the end of a very long day. Harbin was all dirty brown and sickly yellow, with dust that bit at unprotected eyes, jammed equipment, and baked by a hot sun that made him miss the Void Dragon’s climate-controlled sterility. 

He caught sight of Colonel Xia marching by and scrambled to catch up to her, curse those long Ren strides.  

“Still planning to go through with this?” he asked.  

Xia snorted. Of course she was. This was her plan all along and now there was no Captain Wen around to interfere.  

“I’ve already told you, Major, our hot landing makes a swift strike all the more imperative. We must not give them time to move Montjoie or fortify the Mountain Stronghold. My troop specializes in infiltration. We’ll be in and out before they know what hit them.” 

“And us?” 

“You will sit tight and dig in. Our strike might provoke a counter-attack and we’ll need a strong point to fall back to. And you will carry out my orders.” 

“Of course, Colonel. The demolition charges will be set. The Enemy won’t capture the Void Dragon intact if it comes to that.” 

“I should hope not. That’s just the sort of thing we came here to prevent. This technology must not fall into Enemy hands. My team is just about suited and booted. We’re ready to go.” 

And they looked it. The Ren marines were sleek in their black infiltration armor, rangy and rapid. Still, they seemed a little sluggish in their carriage to Zhamisce. This planet’s gravity would be just outside their comfortable range. He hoped they’d made appropriate adjustments to their jump jets. That was a mistake he wouldn’t be making again.  

“Gravity and dust control?” he asked.  

“You should know better than to ask me that. I don’t know how some other units operate but my troop is always squared away. See you soon, Major Zhamisce.”  

She walked off and her unit fell in behind her. Good luck.  

Now it would be up to him to take care of the boring, unglamorous work while Xia was out raiding the Enemy base. Such is life.  

They had some fabricators that would allow them to machine spare parts, and the Void Dragon would need a lot of spare parts. Her whole starboard side looked chewed on and Lieutenant Tian was beside herself when she got a good look at those nice new quantum energy sinks. Those would be beyond their ability to fully repair, but getting them in good enough working condition to make it home was still possible. For that, they would need raw materials.  

Zhamisce detailed three squads to fan out with a massive light sensor package to prospect for ore. He didn’t think it would be too difficult. The mineral wealth was the original reason such an inhospitable planet had been settled in the first place.  

The prospecting sensors were similar enough to their military equipment. In fact, long ago, on the old home world of Earth, Dr. Gao had first developed massive light in order to map the ocean’s floor, all in search of hydrocarbons which were used as fuel at the time.  

The photons were smashed together in a quantum configuration that allowed solid semi-permeability. From there it was a simple matter of broadcasting them into the ground and seeing what turned up. It was fairly easy work compared to chasing dangerous and volatile clouds with xinium traces on gas giants.  

Major Zhamisce’s own parents had been mining engineers. They had left the stifling, cramped, Tiandao floating city on Saturn in order to set up an asteroid mining operation, struck it rich, and managed to buy property on an inner colony world with decent living conditions. He found himself thanking them for the extra half-a-head in height he had on his high-gravity raised peers. He knew very well he was one of the lucky ones, the New Mei that had managed something resembling equality in the aftermath of the rebellions and before the war. That was why he was the officer here, or was before Colonel Xia had taken over.  

His troopers were a good sort, by and large. Mostly, they were kids who enlisted to escape the crowded Tiandao slums. Zhamisce himself had never spent any length of time in such a place but the little he had, well, he didn’t blame them. The Marine Corps was a fine life compared to where they could be. He himself had chosen it for a different reason. The memories of his childhood, of being the only Mei in his classes, being looked down on, underestimated, every day this pushed him forward and filled him with a desire to prove himself, as much as it broke his parents’ hearts.  

“We have money,” they said. “There’s no need!”  

It wasn’t about the money. It was never about the money.  

Zhamisce decided he had wasted enough time and went to check if the prospecting detail had anything for him.  

“Sergeant Toryn, talk to me,” he said.  

Sergeant Toryn was a brick wall of a trooper with dyed blond hair and more tattoos than were strictly within regulations, but he was one of Zhamisce’s veterans and good at his job, so the Major decided not to notice.  

“Yes, sir. We’ve got high quality iron for sure, cobalt and tungsten too, plus some trace elements.” 

“Very good, Troop. Go talk to Lieutenant Tian and tell her we’ve got her iron. She’ll be able to handle the extraction.” 

“As you say, sir.” Toryn saluted and got a move on.  

Mining was something that massive light made infinitely simpler. In the proper configuration it was as thin and hard as you pleased, and would cut through anything. Once a shaft had been dug out the ore could be encased in force fields and levitated right up with a differential gravity oscillator, which came standard on any massive light generator worthy of the name.  

They would need that ore to repair the ship, but it wasn’t their most immediate concern. Colonel Xia was launching her raid even as they worked, and he had no idea how that would turn out, if she would return with friends, or return at all. With the exception of a few foraging parties he had the rest of his company suited up and standing to.  

Their gear was unpacked quick as anything, with plasma flak batteries deployed and dug in to deny the Enemy the air. In light of the planet’s breathable atmosphere their suits were worn in the unsealed configuration for greater visibility and tactile awareness in an environment where massive light sensors would almost certainly be blinded with dust and light-noise. He had them check and double-check the jump jets.  

This was a Mei planet, with higher gravity on their side, and Zhamisce didn’t envy any Enemy that might try to reckon with them on such friendly ground. Even so, if they had managed to drive Xuanwu out of the mountains they might be trouble. We’ll see, he thought. But I’d bet on my marines any day. 

They waited, for something, anything to happen. Xia’s marines were up north, no Enemy unit or Xuanwu survivor had been found, and Captain Wen was still missing, presumed dead. He didn’t like the look on Commander Nima’s face when they lost contact with her, not one bit. At least he had the good sense to stay on the ship and out of the way. There wasn’t much Navy people could do down here anyway, save for Lieutenant Tian’s technicians.  

Speaking of which, it looked like Tian was already back with the ore if that floating train of dark colored blocks following in her wake was anything to go by. He decided to check in. 

“How are things, Lieutenant?” he asked.  

“About as well as could be expected, Major. Our starboard energy sink is torn up but not unsalvagable. We lack the capacity to produce nano-engineered replacement parts so it’s just going to be a matter of sealing the leaks and not pushing the ship too hard. I’ll probably have her in a state that can limp home before the end of the day.” 

“Outstanding. Looks like you’re about to start neosteel production?” 

“That’s right. It won’t take long; we only need a few tons, after all. It’s not like we’re working with a dreadnought here. That was be a real nightmare.” 

They fell into silence as Tian programmed their unpacked mobile fabricator for rolls of neosteel. Neosteel was made by packing a lot of massive light infused deuterium and tritium into a small area to create a partial fusion reaction, which would impregnate the purified iron ore with special photonic particles. The photonic particles strengthened the steel and the steel stabilized the particles, producing neosteel, roughly twice as strong as conventional but a quarter of the weight.  

“She’s a good ship, seen us through a lot already,” he said.  

“Yes, but I’d prefer she didn’t have to take this much damage. If Captain Wen hadn’t...” 

“Hadn’t what?” he asked, genuinely curious.  

“You don’t know?” 

“Know what? Is this about her cutting her way out of the cargo hold?” 

“No, no, she came in with our shields up, made the Void Dragon entirely too heavy. I blame myself; I should have foreseen the problem, should have warned her.” 

So that was what the turbulence was. “Now that you mention it, we always lowered shields before going down to a planet for drills, didn’t we?” 

“Yes, every time. I suppose the whole operation has been rushed. We’ve made mistakes,” Tian said, powering down the reactor on the mobile fabricator. “And that’s it. We can start patching up things now. If you’d excuse me?” 

“Of course, I didn’t mean to keep you.” 

“It’s no trouble, Major, see you.” 

“See you.” To think it was something simple like keeping the shields up when they oughtn’t that nearly brought us down. Always the little things that trip you up in the end. 

Zhamisce was getting a bit antsy about Colonel Xia so he detailed some strong pickets around their perimeter and chanced a few short scans for activity further out. It might tip off the Enemy to their location, true, but it might also give them advanced warning of the Ren marines retreating with wounded.  

Nothing came of it, though. It was getting dark, and they were beyond tired. He was just about to break his troopers into separate watches so a few could get some shut-eye when, as often happened in Zhamisce’s experience, the worst thing happened at the worst possible moment.  

He jumped at the sound of his communicator making a high pitched pop and Corporal Yimran hurried message, “Major, bejya iru, bejya iru!” 

Bejya iru. Incoming contact. Here we go.  

“Hostiles?” he asked. 

“Unknown,” Sergeant Toryn joined the channel. His squad was detailed closer to the signal as shown on the object tracker built in to Zhamisce’s visor. “Want me to check it out?” 

“Negative. Withdraw the pickets and form up. Wake up anybody who’s been dozing and get them sorted out quickly. Looks like it’s all from one direction. Captain Ogun will retain a ready reserve for anything unexpected, and to guard the ship.”  

His XO wouldn’t thank him for being held back but he didn’t want any unpleasant surprises in his rear. That wouldn’t do at all, and he could trust Ogun to spot anything untoward quickly.  

“Pop the shroud?” Toryn asked. 

“Negative, not until we know what’s what.”  

Damn, I don’t like this. If things went well Xia would come back quietly, not like this where the sensors caught them right away. “On second thought, don’t withdraw just yet, Sergeant. Think you can get eyes on them?”  

“With pleasure, sir.” Toryn closed the channel.  

Zhamisce exhaled slowly and braced himself for bad news.  

Toryn was quick with his report. “It’s Xia all right, her unit looks to be either divided or decimated. That’s not the worst of it, either. The Enemy’s right behind, battalion strength or I’m not a Mei.” 

“Any indication of air support or knowledge of our position?” Zhamisce asked hurriedly.  

“Don’t think so. Looks like they keep trying to pincer in Colonel Xia but those specialized infiltration suits are too fast. Not especially durable though, ouch! Looks like a lucky shot got one of ours.” 

“Try to raise her.” Zhamisce was rushing to the rally point as fast as his jump jets could carry him. He’d been caught out checking on pickets. Still, it didn’t take too long. Captain Ogun had pretty much everyone ready for action and formed up by the time he joined them. 

His company looked tired. They were tired, but the Enemy didn’t care.  

“Our priority is Colonel Xia,” he said. “She might have Montjoie with her, we couldn’t confirm it, but if we can drive the Enemy off that might just be mission success and we’ll be out of here within hours.” 

“And if it’s not?” one marine asked. 

“Pray that it is. What we’re about to face is probably only a fraction of the Enemy’s assets on planet. We’re outnumbered, but not impossibly. We can win this if everyone does their jobs. Form a nice tight skirmish line, ten to twenty meter spacing.” 

There was a bit of concerned shuffling of feet and tightened posture at that command, but it was necessary. For the way they moved, ten meter spacing was very close indeed. They’d be outnumbered and surrounded, true, but they needed to concentrate their firepower if they wanted to give Xia some breathing room.  

“We’ll hit them hard and fast, secure Xia’s unit and any wounded, then fall back to the flak belt. Don’t worry about being surrounded. We can punch out of an envelopment just as easily as we can punch through their lines. Now move out!” 

“OORAH!” they shouted.   

They fanned out into a skirmish line and began moving by fireteam. With long, jet-assisted strides, they could maintain a steady rate of advance of ten meters a second without much fatigue at all. When observing maneuvers from the air Major Zhamisce thought it looked like a swarm of extremely organized hornets skimming the ground. They’d be a bit slower in these foothills, but the cover would definitely be welcome.  

On the way Zhamisce checked in with Sergeant Toryn, taking up his accustomed spot as left anchor. “Any word from Colonel Xia?” 

“Afraid no, sir. Could be jamming, could be damage to their communicators from dust or Enemy fire, could be they’re too busy to reply.” 

He didn’t mention that Colonel Xia could be dead and all that remained were survivors running for their lives, but the both knew it was possible, even likely.  

“I wanted to take one last chance,” Zhamisce said. “Oh well, if she’s alive we can speak face to face. Pop the shroud.” 

The shroud was their own little equalizer, a bugout burst of massive light designed to blind sensors, disrupt communications, and most especially interfere with computer assisted targeting. Generally, it was a huge advantage over the Enemy, who often seemed overly reliant on their officers to direct them, but they’d have to give up some coordination as well, and once deployed it couldn’t be taken back. They would have to wait for it die down or withdraw from the battlefield to reorganize themselves.  

Rockets burst in the skies overhead, scattering tiny drones, each giving off their own multicolored laser light show. Zhamisce allowed himself to enjoy the beauty for a moment before his sensor package and communications channels cut out. It would be nothing but verbal orders and hand signals from here on.  

He skipped easily across the surface of Harbin in an elliptical motion, his jump jets artificially lightening and lengthening his stride. It took some time to learn the trick of it, even with the controls interfaced with your own nervous system, but once mastered you could do it all day, even up nearly vertical surfaces. The hills and valleys they traversed now were no obstacle at all. They’d be upon the Enemy any moment.  

He checked the ammo spool on his flechette gun and kept his eyes peeled for targets. The magazine was an ingenious design of copper wire, photon stabilized and spun to mono-molecular dimensions. When fed through the firing chamber a nanoblade cut the wire into fine flechettes that were then propelled down a fairly standard acceleration chamber. With easy recoil control and a withering rate of fire one magazine could last hours. The flechette gun was their best friend.  

The company sped along until they made visual contact with Colonel Xia’s Ren marines. 

A single squad with no formation to speak of was making a break towards them. The black infiltration suits were unmistakable, even at this range. He skidded to a halt and tried to get a bead on their pursuers for some covering fire.  

No targets immediately presented themselves. Must have been tipped off by the shroud. They know we’re waiting for them.  

The Ren doubled their pace and about a hundred meters out the Enemy struck. A mob of them cascaded over the ridgeline. His company opened up.  

Their flechette fire, individually small though it was, churned the earth and kicked up one hell of a dust storm. Small hills were leveled and valleys cut deeper. The Enemy troopers, about mid range in size between Ren and Mei, lithe and predatory, fanned out in a well practiced motion, avoiding much of their firepower. It kept them from offering much return fire, though. 

Still, they’d be surrounded shortly and from there things would only get more difficult. He rushed to make contact with Xia, plowing through the dust clouds that were beginning to settle. 

“Colonel Xia! Colonel Xia! Are you here?” he asked.  

One of the Ren troopers rose to her full height, looked at him, and nodded.  

“Montjoie? Any wounded?” 

The figure shook her heard.  

“Which? You don’t have Montjoie or you don’t have wounded?” he yelled over the sounds of flechettes wizzing and ground cracking. He had to move quickly. They were in a kill box right now. The flanks were already engaged and probably being driven towards them based on the escalating reports. 

Xia tapped a finger on her helmet three times.  

Damaged. Shit. Her infiltration suit was sealed and taking off your helmet in a combat zone was a really bad idea so Zhamisce decided any more information would have to wait.  

He made a hand signal for anyone near to rally to his position.  

“Okay, you two,” he said, indicated two marines to his right, “I want you to act as runners. Our objective is secure and it’s time to break out. We’ll begin a fighting retreat back to base. First platoon will act as tip of the spear, second platoon with me as rear guard. The rest of you will guard our flanks and screen Xia’s unit as we fall back. They have damaged gear and might not be able to fight themselves. Now go and spread the word as much as you can. We move in sixty seconds.”  

If Colonel Xia disagreed with his plan she didn’t exactly have the ability to object. At five or ten second intervals the members of second platoon rallied around him. They blind fired into the dust clouds to suppress the Enemy as much as they could. The wind picked up and he noticed their initial concentrated burst of fire had actually inflicted fairly decent casualties on the Enemy. Their broken, shredded bodies lay strewn about the brown and red pockmarked clay dug up by their flechettes. Good.  

From the sounds of things most of the action was well behind them now. The Enemy flowed around to avoid their fire like a river with a boulder in the middle. Battles in open ground were pretty flexible like that. Nobody stayed in one place for long. 

After the minute was up he ordered the retreat, his marines leapfrogging by fireteam, with each pausing to cover the other’s withdrawal in turn.  

He could tell that a hell of a battle was raging around him, but so far the rear guard was the eye in the storm. Experience told him it wouldn’t last. The Enemy would keep launching probing attacks until they found a weak point. They didn’t quit, not unless they were well and truly beaten.  

They passed over bodies on their line of retreat, some of the Enemy’s, some of theirs. About halfway to base he realized they were taking fire. An Enemy unit, company strength at least, was peppering them with inaccurate massed barrages. It would get accurate as they got closer, though, and nobody wanted that. 

Well, time to earn my pay, he thought.  

It was his fireteam’s turn to provide covering fire, so he turned around, took a knee, and let off a nasty burst of flechettes. The ground seemed to go crazy as Enemy return fire landed all around him. The dust and the shroud were doing wonders as cover but it wasn’t wise to stay in any place for long.  

He bounded backwards a few meters and fired again. This time it was pretty obvious he hit one as the Enemy trooper lost control of their jump jets and tumbled off the hill they’d been skimming.  

This pattern repeated itself several times as he fired, fell back, and fired again. The noise of the battle was dying down and he was starting to think the Enemy had finally given up when he realized the awful truth. 

Spiteful bastards. The Enemy had given up on the bulk of the unit so they settled for pinching off and destroying the rear guard. He caught sight of their pincers in his peripheral vision and knew he was about to be surrounded. 

They had only one chance now, a mad dash for friendly lines and the cover of their flak batteries, no more orderly retreat. Fire was coming in from three sides. If the Enemy managed to close the kill box they didn’t have the numbers to shoot their way out. 

Zhamisce made a hand sign and the whole platoon turned tail and ran for their lives. They did their best to move evasively but he couldn’t help notice a member of his squad dropping, and then another.  

The fact that the shroud was dying down wasn’t helping matters. Enemy fire was getting more accurate and Zhamisce felt the unmistakable sting of ricochets off his leg guards. Close. Too close.  

And then they were within sight of the base’s plasma flak. He summoned up one last burst of speed and pushed his jump jets for all they were worth.  

He felt the heat before he saw it. Purple fire burst out in all directions, driving the Enemy away. The plasma batteries were generally for anti-air use but they were effective enough area denial weapons against ground targets. It looked like he had only just made it. If he had been a second slower he’d have been barbecue. 

Zhamisce allowed himself a sigh of relief inside the perimeter. He was safe.  


Chapter 11

“Cadet Wen. Cadet Wen.” 

Ugh. Her head hurt. She’d stayed up late reading one of the rare messages from her mother over and over. Wen Guiying had barely managed to stumble into astrogation class, and that was with well-over the recommended daily dose of caffeine and stims. 

“Cadet Wen, are you paying attention?” 

She plastered a winning smile on her face. “Of course, Professor Xiao.” Evil old bat.  

Professor Xiao was her least favorite by far, one of the dinosaurs that wrote their deep space fleet theory, theory that had never been tested, and was radically changed just as soon as contact with the Enemy taught them better, Wen would like to add.  

“Don’t get cocky, Cadet. Just because you’re the top in your class now doesn’t mean anything. Neither does your name,” Xiao reprimanded her. 

Nima smirked at that, not that it would keep him from eating her dust.  

“These lessons could save your life one day,” he whispered to her. 

Not bloody likely. She ignored him and kept facing the front of the class. “Of course, Professor Xiao.”  

Cadet Wen couldn’t be more bored. Astrogation was dry, the driest. All useless anyway, or so it seemed to Wen. She wasn’t interested in fighting like this. She wanted to fight like her mother, the Victorious Admiral. Admiral Wen, who blunted no less than three Enemy offensives, who cut off the invasion of Polaris Three and allowed the marines to retake the planet, that was who she wanted to be.  

Admiral Wen didn’t rely on staid linear battle tactics. She won before even seeking battle, like Master Sun himself. She used a fleet in being, raider groups, and cunning diversions to tie down Enemy formations, draw them out into smaller groups, and defeat them in detail.  

She loved her mother. She wanted to be her mother. But of course getting any kind of information out of her was next to impossible. Mom never likes discussing military matters, she thought.  

As for her father, she didn’t think about him much at all and felt ashamed, well, a little. He had been a mid-ranking civil servant who died on Chengdu at the start of the war. Wen never spent much time with him. Mother loved him though, or so she said, so the younger Wen went along with celebrating his birthday and her parent’s wedding anniversary whenever her mother was home, which wasn’t often to be honest.  

The war had put some distance between them, to be sure. Admiral Wen was often away, and even between operations could be called away at a moment’s notice to put out some fire or other. Wen decided she didn’t hate it. Her mother’s absence had really allowed her to spread her wings once she reached the Academy.  

She was popular and the top of her class, didn’t have many friends though, just sycophants, and a few ankle-biters like Nima who fancied themselves her rivals. Ha. That’ll be the day.  

Astrogation class was dismissed, mercifully, a few minutes later, and Wen made her way to xenostudies, a class she loved.  

The old home world produced plenty of fiction about what aliens might be like, but the reality was somewhat disappointing.  

You had the Borozi, praying mantis creatures the size of small dogs. They weren’t hostile exactly, just completely uninterested in outside contact. They left everyone alone and asked the same in return. Wen was fine with that; they weren’t very interesting anyway. Though she would have liked to see footage of them hunting. Their teacher believed them to be predatory carnivores and Wen supposed she agreed. They didn’t look like plant eaters at all, and might’ve even been scary if they were bigger. 

The Otanyans were all right. There was even some limited trade since they were omnivorous mammals and could eat Ren food, and vice versa. The few times Wen had tasted Otanyan food she found it too fatty, and somewhat bland, though she supposed that was to be expected. Their home world was pretty cold, at the far end of their native star’s habitable zone, and much of their society was underground, so it wasn’t too surprising they mostly ate animals with lots of blubber.  

It was a funny thing but the xenoscholars took it seriously. The Otanyans thrived in cold climates and were adapted to dark, subterranean habitats, and the Borozi lived in hot humid jungles. Neither was really interested in Ren planets. It was their explanation for the lack of conflict the galaxy had seen. 

Until now. The Enemy was unknown. They had no name, no face, and all attempts at communication had been ignored. A few dead bodies had been dissected, but that was highly classified, so she’d never seen even that much. They ignored the Borozi and Otanyans as well, only interested in us.  

Perhaps they were only interested in the Ren because they could use our planets? Well, they wouldn’t have them, Wen vowed. 

Xenostudies was a pretty standard lecture class, and Wen had already read the book so she zoned out for most of it. She was looking forward to some simulator time tonight. They might even let her handle something larger than an interceptor. That would show everyone that she could conn a dreadnought just as easily. They’d learn she was the best.  

Her mother’s message still bothered her, though. It was cryptic, as always. The censors eviscerated it, or more likely Admiral Wen had known what was and wasn’t allowed, saving them the trouble. But still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that mom was trying to tell her something, that something big was about to happen. But what? The message said she didn’t know when they would speak again. There was very little of the pro forma stuff Wen had come to expect, no small talk, no inquiries into her life, just the facts, with a few platitudes and a suspicious lack of detail.  

What are you planning, mom?  

There was no use dwelling on it. Perhaps she’d be hearing about another big victory in a few days. That would really round out the term. Only two more until graduation and Cadet Wen would become Ensign Wen, and perhaps then mother will let me in on her secrets.  

At class’ end a few of her classmates buzzed around her.  

“Do you want to eat with us off campus?” one asked.  

“I don’t know...” she replied.  

“You look tired,” another said. 

She felt tired. Losing half a night’s sleep had taken more out of her than she realized.  

“Perhaps another time,” she decided.  

The group looked dejected, but didn’t press her. They all knew she didn’t socialize much, and filed out to have their fun without her.  

“Hm, too high and mighty to spend time with your fans?” Nima said, walking by. 

“I’m not in the mood to trade barbs, Nima.”  

“Figures. You’re not as good as everyone thinks you are, Wen. I’ve noticed your grades are already slipping. That top spot will be mine.” 

In your dreams. “I’m sure you believe that, Nima, and I hope it helps you sleep at night.”  

“And are you sleeping at all?” 

Less so these days. “That’s none of your concern, Nima,” she said, more sharply than intended. 

“Perhaps it should be yours, Wen. I know your type, had everything handed to you based on family connections, no question of getting into the Academy, and coasting through life all the way to the top. Reality is about to hit. The crunch has begun and you’re not ready. I’ve worked my ass off for years to get here and come graduation everyone will know I’m better than the Victorious Admiral’s spoiled little princess.” 

Wen bit back a furious retort and walked away. He didn’t know anything. He didn’t deserve a reply.  

Still, when she went back to her quarters for a quick nap she found she couldn’t sleep. Ugh, Nima truly is my worst enemy. He even steals my sleep from me. 

The shock of adrenaline from their argument just wouldn’t go away, and in a secret part of her heart a seed of doubt had been planted. She was so tired, of everything. Nima didn’t know, but she had been working hard. Top marks at the best Naval Academy on Zhongxing were not easy to come by, but her nerves were beginning to fray. Could she keep it up? Everything at the Academy rode on your last term. The Fleet had no use for weak finishers. The business with her mother hadn’t helped matters at all. 

Where was she? Why the message? Something inside her knew this one was different, important somehow. There’s no point in ruminating over this; some simulator time is just what the doctor ordered. 

Wen loved the simulator. This had nothing to do with the fact that she was the best at it, not at all. When other cadets were paralyzed with indecision and shackled with the doctrine Professor Xiao had been hammering into their heads, Wen always had a plan, usually something new. She was the best interceptor pilot the Academy had produced in a decade, and while her handling of larger ships was still a work in progress, she was sure she’d figure it out in time.  

With seniority on her side she was sure of her ability to kick out whoever was there. Today, she would command a dreadnought! Her mother would be proud.  

Wen was just about to program a scenario when she was summoned to the Commandant’s office over the intercom.  

*** 

All the officers had gathered in Captain Wen’s old office. The situation was grim, and Major Zhamisce couldn’t help but feel pushed up against the wall.  

There was emotionless Commander Nima, acting Captain since Wen was missing, presumed dead.  

Lieutenant Commander Xinren looked tired and Lieutenant Tian looked even more tired, and he couldn’t blame them. While Zhamisce and his marines had their little adventure outside the wire they and their junior staff had been working non-stop to get the Void Dragon into some kind of functional state. 

Colonel Xia was there too, her pride perhaps a little chastised, or that might have been wishful thinking on his part. 

Captain Ogun, his XO, had been invited, but begged off, and Zhamisce agreed that a second attack was a live threat, so Ogun was out there even now reorganizing their defenses. I swear that man doesn’t sleep.  

He was junior here and knew it, despite what he’d managed to do. Lieutenant Tian, while technically the lowest ranking officer there, was in reality the most important, for only she could make the Void Dragon spaceworthy once again.  

“Perhaps it would be best if Tian briefed us on the technical situation before we make any further decisions,” Nima said.  

The engineer took that as her cue to begin railing off facts, “The superficial damage has been patched and the bulkheads reinforced with our fresh neosteel. From a structural integrity point of view the ship can handle deep space right this minute.” 

“And a greenshift jump?” Nima asked. 

“That’s...more questionable. The starboard energy sink contains a great quantity of complex, nano-engineered electronics, some beyond my ability to repair at present.” 

“So we’re stuck here,” Xia said.  

“Not necessarily. The core itself is undamaged. It may take more time to reach the threshold of the Gao Radiation Energy Event Nadir, but there’s no reason why we couldn’t reach it. Once that breakpoint is achieved shifting out is very possible.” 

“How much time are we talking?” Nima asked.  

“Assuming no other demands on the port energy sink, about five minutes.” 

“That’s not too bad,” Xinren said. “Dreadnoughts make do with that kind of jump rate all the time.” 

“But we’re not a dreadnought,” Nima said. “We can’t take five minutes of punishment the way they can. I wish some people would have remembered that.” 

Oh, that was low. “And the mission?” Zhamisce asked.  

“It may already be a partial failure,” Nima said. “Colonel Xia has the details.” 

This should be interesting.  

Xia raised herself up to her full height, taller than all in the room save Tian. “The Mountain Stronghold was cracked like an egg. I have a theory that the Enemy used a weak orbital bombardment. Dreadnought sized guns would pierce the crust of the planet but they might have something smaller, something more surgical.” 

That was an escalation, no doubt about it. “And Montjoie?” he asked. 

“No sign of him,” Xia said. “There was rubble everywhere, but the place crawled with the Enemy. It’s conceivable they have prisoners in the lower levels beneath the mountain, but we didn’t have time to check.” 

“If he’s being held in the polar region far to the north then he’s already beyond our reach. We’d need ten divisions to mount an offensive up there, if intelligence reports on Enemy strength are to be believed,” Nima said.  

“Anything else on the mountain?” Xinren asked. 

“We managed to set some charges on the chamber that received incoming greenshift transport and kill a number of their scientists. They’ll have a hell of a time getting any information out of it now.” 

That’s comforting, at least. The last thing we want is for them to figure out how to shift invasion forces right under our orbital defenses.  

“Which is why I believe we should withdraw,” Nima said. “With the chamber destroyed, the final piece of compromising technology within the Enemy’s reach on Harbin is the Void Dragon itself. The intelligence leak has been sealed and Montjoie is most likely dead.” 

“And Xuanwu?” Zhamisce asked.  

“Scattered to the winds,” Xia said. “We saw some evidence of escape into the badlands on our infiltration route, so we know they’re out there, but we don’t know how many.” 

“So we just abandon them? We were sent here to help them!” Yeah, it’s not like Mei are people or anything.  

“Calm yourself, Major,” Nima said. “We were sent here to gather information that the Mei dissidents might accept. Montjoie and Xuanwu being lost on a mission behind Enemy lines is acceptable enough, especially considering it’s the truth.” 

Zhamisce took a deep breath. He was surrounded by Ren. This wasn’t the time.  

“I guess. So we pack it up?” 

“That would be advisable,” Nima said. 

“I’ll get right t—” 

The ground shook with a sharp crash, followed by two more in five second intervals.  

Zhamisce checked his communicator on instinct, and didn’t like what he saw one bit.  

“That was Captain Ogun,” he said. “Looks like evac will have to wait. The Enemy second wave is here.”  

*** 

“Cadet Wen to the Commandant’s office. Cadet Wen to the Commandant’s office.” 

Her head. Captain Wen’s eyes flickered open as sore, stiff hands pawed and groped around the cockpit of her wrecked fighter. So she was alive.  

What a dream to have, though. Her own personal hell, the worst day of her life lived out over and over. She remembered how callow and immature she was, how pigheaded and ignorant. That was the day her mother died, all to land some shitty gateway on this shitty rock called Harbin. It wasn’t worth it, she thought.  

Her mother’s death had destroyed her. Her grades dropped to the point that she barely graduated the Academy. Command track was gone; her career was gone. The particulars were classified so most considered her mother, the Victorious Admiral Wen, to be a failure, and she was tarred with the same brush, the daughter dismissed and disregarded by all of those who were jealous of her mother.  

She had to claw herself all the way from interceptor pilot to Lieutenant Commander and terminal gunnery officer, the career ceiling for so many before her, and worst of all it took years. She wasn’t going back to that, not for anything.  

The interceptor was wrecked beyond repair, no doubt about that. Wen checked herself out as an afterthought, and as near as she could tell she escaped with bump on the head and some singed hair, not too bad considered that was three kills to her lifetime record.  

How many times am I an ace now? I’ve lost count.  

The massive light stabilizer field, which was usually used to protect the pilot from g-forces at high speeds, had saved her life. It ran off secondary power and was usually one of the last systems to fail, for good reason. She was also thankful for the I-7’s solid neosteel fuselage, much better than the flimsy carbon fiber models she trained with a lifetime ago. It was a bit heavier, but that didn’t matter so much in low orbit where most real fighting occurred.  

Wen hoped and prayed the Void Dragon had made it through all right. With no Enemy eyes on her the bugout burst would make her hard to track, and the ship could disappear into the planet’s seas of dust. That was good for them, but not so good for Wen. How would she find them again? They could be anywhere.  

Wen had Zhamisce’s datapad and the coordinates of three potential landing zones but Nima might have gone somewhere else. It was like him. In their Academy days he would go against her even when it was clear her plan was the best one. And now her ship was his ship. She couldn’t abide that; she had to get out of here.  

There was precious little in the wreck worth taking, just some field rations, a flechette gun with one spool of ammunition, a water condenser that could pluck drinkable water out of the air, and some spare energy sinks for small electronic equipment and some solar chargers to go with them. In any case it was still daytime and standard procedure for hot worlds was to travel at night, so she waited out the sun and for her condenser to fill up the canteen. 

Wen was left with nothing to do but wait for her water supply to build up. Moving without sufficient water could kill her, or so she learned in survival training. The gravity on Harbin wasn’t helping matters at all. It wasn’t crippling, but it was just high enough to be noticeable, to take the spring out of her step and tire her just a little faster.  

It was a hundred kilometers to the nearest LZ. Had she some well-calibrated jump jets she could make that in a leisurely afternoon. As things stood at present that would be a journey of several days. Would they even still be here?  

As dusk fell her condenser beeped, indicating the first night’s water supply was ready. “Right on time, my first good luck all day.”  

Wen packed up everything, tore some excess fabric to make a wrap for her face, and began the march. She hadn’t been completely idle during the day. Zhamisce’s datapad had good maps of Harbin and she blocked out a three night journey, with good shelter at every stopping point. Wen hoped she hadn’t overestimated the pace she could maintain all night.  

The first couple hours were unpleasant, but as things approached midnight (or the local equivalent) Wen began to enjoy the scenery enough to push her troubles to the back of her mind. Harbin was beautiful at night. There were rocky crags and blue-black mesas with plenty of hills and valleys in between. The light of the moon seemed to draw into relief the diversity of the planet, while it mostly looked like brown sameness during the day.  

There was plenty of scrub vegetation in a variety of colors, and even a few streams here and there. The animals were mostly of the small and nonthreatening variety, tiny mouse things that only showed themselves at night and lizards that scurried away at her approach.  

The northern polar region, by all accounts the best real estate on the planet, had a temperate climate, large ungulates that were domesticated by the first Mei settlers, and a good bit of arable farmland. That was Enemy country though, and neither Ren nor Mei had been up that way in a long time.  

“That’s right, this was a Mei planet,” she said. This planet was settled especially for them, in the aftermath of the great general strike that brought the Mei Rebellions to an end. That was before the war, she thought. Ancient history. What happened to all of them?  

If Xinren was to be believed, and Wen had no reason to doubt him, then the Enemy completely exterminated any planet they conquered. But what about Xuanwu? 

Task Force Xuanwu was composed of multiple divisions dug into the great northern continental mountain range. Even in defeat, some survivors should have escaped. Her plan counted on it. She had been hoping to run into them. Where were they?  

About five hours into her night’s march Wen began to regret her wish to run into people. She had a curious feeling that she was being followed, but any kind of proximity scan carried the risk of giving away her position and bringing the wrong kind of attention right down on her head.  

Surely, Enemy patrols don’t make it this far south? Not with the Mountain Stronghold so recently taken. Before all this had happened Wen hoped the Enemy would think the whole planet safely conquered, and be caught by surprise when she launched a raid of her own. What a cruel irony it would be, then, to run into an Enemy trap.  

She felt them before she saw them. Wen doubled back to a defile she had passed and eyed the ridges around her suspiciously, her flechette gun tight and ready.  

They were quiet, but she heard them. Wen knew Harbin’s silence by now and just what didn’t belong. She considered bugging out, but thought better of it. I’m already tired. I won’t last long in open ground, especially if they have jump jets. I’ll take my chances here. The rocks will be as much cover as I’m likely to get.  

Sudden movement almost provoked a burst of fire, but they called out to her.  

“Hey you! You wouldn’t happen to be the pilot of the fighter that went down earlier today?” 

Friendlies, then. “That’s right. Task Force Xuanwu, I presume?” she said, lowering her weapon slowly. 

“So they did send reinforcements after all.” He smiled and walked up to her. “Little late though. The Mountain fell days ago. I’m Sergeant Malic, by the way.” 

The marine had olive skin, hazel eyes, and would be handsome if he wasn’t so short and dirty. Wen had to laugh at herself. She hadn’t thought about that sort of thing in years. It must be the solitude. 

He wore cobbled together pieces of armor plating from who knew how many suits and no jump jets that she could see. What gear he had was battered and covered in dust.  

“You look pretty rough for it to only be a few days, trooper,” she said. 

His eyes narrowed. “You weren’t there, Ren. They bombarded us from orbit. HQ was decapitated instantly and the dust clouds completely neutralized our flak network. The only ones who made it out were people like us on long distance patrol. The last we heard from the chain of command was General Cotto ordering us to escape and evade. What took you so long?” 

“We had no way of contacting you with the tight blockade. Just look for yourself.” She pointed towards the sky. 

Enemy dreadnoughts, dozens of them in orbit over the northern hemisphere, were very visible at night.  

“And why not send more reinforcements through the gateway at the heart of the mountain like you’ve done before?” 

This one thinks he knows everything. “It was compromised, and a death trap if what you said it true. We had to come another way.” 

“Another way?” 

“We have a ship, much smaller than the gateway, that can do the same thing.” 

He really smiled at that. “Well, I’ll be. What will they think of next? Where is it? When do we leave?” 

“Hold your horses, Marine. We’ve still got a mission to do.” 

“Mission? Mission! Hey everybody! This Ren says we have a mission!” A couple dozen Mei marines had gathered round by now, about equal parts laughs and stone faces at Malic’s comment. 

“Listen here, lady, in the last couple of days we’ve taken more casualties than I care to remember. Our supplies are dwindling to nothing. We’re broken as a fighting force. The planet is theirs now. We’ve got nothing. The only thing to do is get out while we can. It’s over, we lost!” The marine called Malic didn’t hold back at all. 

“It’s not over!” Wen said emphatically. “We’ve got a base camp with fabricators going. We can get you kitted out in no time at all.” 

“To do what?” 

“To destroy what remains of the gateway, and rescue Montjoie, if we can.” 

“Montjoie? Figures he’d rate a rescue, even when we don’t,” Malic said bitterly. “Well I hate to break it to you, Ren, but he was at the heart of the Mountain when it fell. He’s either dead or a prisoner.” 

“That’s Captain Ren to you!” Wen replied indignantly.  

“And you think that matters? At this rate we’re not getting off the planet alive so I’m done kissing Ren ass. If you want to get killed for that crazy old man be my guest, but I’m sitting this one out.” 

The rest of the marines seemed to agree as they trundled on after Malic when he headed south towards the badlands, the wrong way.  

“There’s nothing back there!” Wen called out. She racked her brain for something, anything, to get them to change their mind.  

“What happened to Xuanwu?” she asked. “What happened, to turn you into cowards? You were the pride of the Marine Corps!” 

“We lost,” Malic replied, his voice growing smaller in the distance.  

“There’s hot food and water at base camp. There isn’t any where you’re going.” 

“We can forage fine,” Malic said. “We know this planet, been here long enough. I’ll take my chances.”  

Wen just stared impotently after them as they disappeared over the horizon. 

Once it looked like they were well and truly gone Wen returned to her march. It was only hours before dawn and she’d wasted too much time already. 

She thought about what they said. Orbital bombardment? That was a line neither side had crossed before this point. A dreadnought’s main gun at full power was a planet cracker. There were few enough planets that could support complex life to be destroying them so casually. Since Harbin remained, it must have been some smaller ship, something not quite so devastating. Still, that was bad. They had no counter for something like that. Plasma flak, even a concentrated wall of it, couldn’t stop objects beyond a certain mass.  

It sounded like a new class of ship. Perhaps the Enemy had a similar idea to them, just expressed in a different way. Their version looked to be intended to support ground invasions. That was bad news if they deployed something like that against the inner colonies.  

Wen tried not to think too much more on it as she used her flechette gun to cut a decent sleeping chamber out of the rock face at her cliff-side camp, the night’s destination. The copper flechettes were too good at their job if anything, cutting deeper than she intended. She stabilized a nice cozy little cave for herself with some massive light from her solar generator and methodically unpacked her gear one piece at a time. Dawn was breaking and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept.  


Chapter 12

Shit! He couldn’t see more than ten meters in any direction. That was how bad the dust was. 

Major Zhamisce had rushed out of the officer’s meeting and back into his powered armor. Whatever the Enemy was doing, it was loud and kicking up one hell of a storm.  

Once he made it to their small headquarters outside the ship he found to his relief that his XO Captain Ogun, dark, bald, and taciturn, had every available trigger puller holding a strong perimeter.  

“Anything yet, Captain?” he asked.  

“No,” Ogun said, and pointed to a command and control console they had set up, dug into the hill that protected their more sensitive equipment. Data, incomplete as it was in all this dust, showed nobody was even firing.  

A great CRACK that shook everything impacted the ground some distance away, kicking up another storm of dust.  

What the hell is that? “Can the fire-control systems on the flak get a fix on anything?”  

Ogun’s armored fingers pounded out a few heavy commands on the console keyboard. “Negative, Major. The dust is blinding everything, and predictive algos say the fire is coming from too high.” 

Too high? “Those things are rated as anti-orbital batteries. Where the hell are they firing from?” 

“Unknown, Major.”  

That’s just great. “I’m going to have to ask you to keep manning to console, Ogun. I’ll have anybody not suited up rally here as soon as they’re ready. Hold them as a fast reaction force. I may need them to deal with penetrations down the line.” 

Ogun just nodded and kept typing. He wasn’t a bad fighting marine by any stretch, but his real talent lay in keeping everything moving along, the lubrication in the machine of a crack unit. Zhamisce wasn’t the best officer in the world but knew not to fix what wasn’t broken. Ogun had been the XO to the last company commander before he died and Zhamisce was brought in as a replacement. His first and best decision was keeping Ogun on.  

For all intents and purposes their plasma flak was nullified. That was bad. It was their best force multiplier. Still, the Enemy would regret attacking in all this dust, he vowed. Blind fighting never went well for them in his experience.  

He pounded along to check the perimeter when he noticed his stride-assisting jump jets weren’t operating as smoothly as they should. Damned dust. It’s going to limit mobility. And they would need mobility.  

His company was positioned in loose outer lines for defense in depth, as the Enemy pushed forward they would withdraw and shorten the line, reinforcing with reserves until the attack lost steam and was forced back, or so the theory went. Visibility was bad and verbal communication difficult so it would still be rough going.  

The first stop in his check was the northern line, the most likely avenue of Enemy attack. Sergeant Toryn was there, dead center.  

“See anything, Toryn?” he asked. 

“Do you, sir?”  

The dust was everywhere, and that fire from above they couldn’t place just kept on, deafening them and kicking up more dust.  

“Hm, I guess not. The northern line is a little thinly manned for my liking. Expect reinforcements from those I dismissed to their bunks real soon. Steady on, Sergeant.” 

“Will do, sir.” 

West was next, and he hot-footed on down to find marines already being pushed back. 

Hell, I couldn’t even hear it. He punched into the communicator embedded in his helmet and prayed Ogun could hear him. “We’ve got Enemy pressure coming from the west, be advised.”  

“Acknowledged,” Ogun replied. His XO didn’t elaborate on the situation elsewhere, which he considered a good sign. If he needed to know something Ogun would raise him or send a runner. Probably a localized probing attack.  

He slid about fifty meters down the line since he didn’t want to chance shooting any of his marines in the back and let his eyes go wide and unfocused, scanning for targets, movement, anything.  

Then they came, the Enemy troopers were stacked up and packed tight like the reckless bastards they were, firing blindly into the dust clouds.  

Crazy. He fingered the trigger on his flechette gun and took aim. Getting a bead on them wasn’t easy but they were stirring up enough chaos that he could pretty well predict their position. The ammo spool spun hot for a moment and he heard the nano-blade cutting the wire with a chikchikchik sound that accelerated until it was just a dull buzz. He cut them to pieces.  It was easy. The problem was those massed penetrations were occurring up and down the line and his troopers couldn’t be everywhere.  

Move, and fire. Move, and fire. Up and down the line he went, straining to hear and see the Enemy coming in. Thankfully, their blind firing gave away their positions more often than not. Everywhere he was more of them showed up. He couldn’t believe how they were just wasting their soldiers like this. Still, he could feel himself being pushed back ever so slightly by the mass of them. 

He nailed one in the chest and his friends scattered like pool balls, clinging to any cover they could find. That’s better. At least you’re taking us seriously. Zhamisce let off a few bursts to keep their heads down and fell back. From what little he could see the line was holding fine. None of the Enemy spearheads had broken through and gotten behind them. He caught glimpses of his troopers holding their own to his left and right. They can make it without me. I need to check on the others. 

By the time he reached the south the battle was already over. The marines were checking their gear and checking on each other, the sound of guns quiet and distant.  

“Everyone all right?” he called out. There was a lance corporal with their helmet on cradling Corporal Yimran, his problem child, and he feared the worst. “How is she?” 

“Burns on her back,” the lance replied. “Either they hit her jump jets or too much dust made them explode.” 

“There’s an autosurgeon at HQ. Take her there and get back as quick as you can. They could attack again at any time.” 

“Yes, sir!” And he vaulted forward at top speed before deaccelerating to about five meters a second, conscious of Yimran’s body. 

He hoped she’d be okay. Corporal Yimran caused more trouble than the rest of her platoon combined, but that somehow endeared her to him more.  

The south had done well, all told. He was just about to check the east when Ogun raised him.  

“The attack has let up for now, Sir. All flanks report quiet.”  

It was true. The fire from above had stopped without his noticing, and the dust was beginning to clear. Was that it?  

*** 

The second night was easier. Wen woke feeling refreshed and drank down an amino acid solution taken from her field rations. It was designed to work fast. She could already feel herself recovering and adapting to Harbin’s heat and higher gravity. Her pace was somewhat quicker than yesterday; it had to be. 

Shielded from the sun, and with a special filter at the entrance to keep out dust and animals but let in the breeze, she had a pleasantly cool and restful day of sleep. Too pleasant, as it turned out. She’d slept sixteen hours uninterrupted. Her alarm couldn’t wake her. It’d been ringing a while unnoticed. When her eyes fluttered open it was already dark; she was supposed to be out and moving hours ago.  

That wasn’t good, not at all. If she didn’t make it to her planned shelter by daybreak the heat could kill her. So there she was, counting on her long Ren legs to carry her forward.  

It wasn’t so bad; she was alone now, with the only indication of the outside world distant cracks like thunder, followed by slight tremors in the earth. There was no lightning that she could see, though. Was it some sort of geological phenomenon unique to Harbin? Or was it that orbital bombardment those marines had mentioned? She didn’t like the latter possibility. If the Enemy was shooting up the planet they were shooting at something, someone. Her ship.  

None of it made sense. What were they doing? Why hadn’t they escaped? Perhaps the Void Dragon was too damaged to get away. But if that was the case, why so many shots? A paralyzed ship on the ground should’ve been easy work.  

Wen’s legs were burning. It was all uphill here and her worries were pushing her. She mixed up another amino drink and drained it in one go. The burning subsided a few minutes later and she felt another burst of energy. It was dangerous to do that too many times close together, for a variety of reasons, but Wen would worry about that later.  

Her pace was such that she arrived at her planned campsite, a lonely escarpment surrounded by scrub, ahead of schedule, despite departing late. That would have been fine, except she wasn’t alone.  

The land leading up to the escarpment was flat, and she could see well ahead. There were shelters, lights, small silhouettes of movement, lots of them. Wen was so focused on trying to make out whether they were Mei or Enemy that she didn’t notice someone sneaking up on her.  

“Hey!” 

Lightning went down Wen’s spine and her flechette gun was pointed at the source of the noise before she was consciously aware of doing it.  

“Woah, hold your fire! I’m friendly.” 

Wen stood stock still for a moment, and then another, before her tightly wound muscles relaxed a bit and her brain caught up with her training and instincts.  

“Marines? Xuanwu?” she asked finally.  

“What’s left of us,” the Mei said. She was in a bit better state that Malic’s group that Wen ran into yesterday, but not by much, with a shower and clean clothes the marine might have even passed for Bruzio’s younger sister, same brown skin and frizzy hair.  

“PFC Yarman is the name. I’m on sentry duty.” 

“Still maintaining military discipline?” Wen asked bitterly.  

Yarman shrank from her gaze. “As much as we can. Lieutenant Logenhayn says we’re to continue guerrilla resistance until relieved. Kind of hard since most of our equipment is in bad shape.”  

Wen perked up. This was just the type of group she was hoping to run into. “Don’t worry about it, trooper. I was suspicious since I ran into some deserters yesterday.”  

“Where?”  

“Down south,” Wen replied.  

Yarman nodded her head. “I’m not surprised. Pretty much everybody who still wants to fight is here. The problem is most of the officers died in the mountain. General Cotto...” 

She looked so sad. Wen almost regret pressing her for more. “General Cotto?”  

“When the Mountain started taking fire Cotto immediately realized what they were doing and ordered as many people as possible to escape and evade. He...he...led the last stand himself. He wanted to bring the Mountain down around him but Montjoie was there, so he just held out in the lower levels as long as he could. It gave us time to escape.” 

This is getting better and better. “Montjoie? It Montjoie alive?”  

“We think so. The Lieutenant knows more.” 

Jackpot. “Take me to him,” Wen ordered.  

“Okay.” Yarman led Wen toward the camp for a bit before she stopped and turned. “Wait. Who are you? What’s a Ren doing on this planet? How did you even get here with the blockade and fall of the gateway?”  

“Captain Wen, GSS Void Dragon, and I’m here to rescue you.”  

Yarman’s eyes widened. “Rescue...us?” she said in a small voice. 

Well, mostly Montjoie. “That’s right. We’ve got a ship that can get through the blockade. I need to coordinate with Lieutenant Logenhayn right away.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” Yarman rushed ahead and Wen followed after her. 

The camp came alive at their approach. Wen saw suspicious eyes scanning them and nervous fingering of shadowy weapons at dozens of campfires. They risked open fires? I guess they don’t think the Enemy will pursue them here. 

“We’ve got to talk to the Lieutenant!” Yarman called out.  

Wen immediately knew who he was before being introduced. Lieutenant Logenhayn looked to be cut from Zhamisce’s cloth, a New Mei from a wealthy family, taller than his fellows, and of all the strange things, natural red hair. Some genetic quirk from the old home world, Wen supposed. Mei were like that.  

Strange then, that when they got close he looked more like a boy than a man to Wen. His skin was youthful with freckles and splotches and his body gave an impression of not quite filled out yet. His eyes especially were young, bright and wide but making strong eye contact like he was trying to look more experienced than he was.  

“What’s all this, private?” he asked.  

Young voice too, Wen thought.  

“Lieutenant, this is Captain Wen. She’s got a ship; she’s here to rescue us!”  

He stood there and eyed her. “I see. You can go back to picket duty, Private Yarman. Captain Wen and I need to talk.”  

Wen half-expected a petulant request to stay, but Yarman saluted and hustled back to her post. The boy commands respect.  

“Let’s get to my shelter, there’s a lot you need to know,” he said.  

They walked along for a bit, and Wen noticed that Yarman was probably one of the better equipped marines here. What happened to their equipment?  

“This way, please.” He indicated a sealed room cut out of the escarpment, much nicer than Wen’s makeshift sleeping place yesterday. There was even some improvised furniture. “Have a seat, Captain.”  

It wasn’t the most comfortable chair for Ren dimensions (far too low) but Wen wasn’t about to complain. She needed these people.  

He sighed. “I don’t know if it’s obvious or not, but I’m in over my head here. Would you believe I was only commissioned a few months ago?” 

She would believe, but didn’t need to tell Logenhayn that. “You’ve taken heavy casualties. What happened to the other officers?” she asked.  

“Harbin’s rough on them, especially junior ones. They told me all about it when I got here. The KIA rate for fresh lieutenants is about fifty percent after six months. Considering we’ve been here for years, well, the odds aren’t good. Replacement are slow too. The reinforcement jumps from the gateway at the center of the Mountain were mostly grunts. We’re expendable, Captain. It was particularly bad this time, though.” 

“Why?” 

“HQ was more or less wiped out. General Cotto was seriously wounded in the first attack, and his staff had it worse. They knew just where to strike,” he said bitterly.  

“Tell me what happened, exactly,” Wen said.  

Logenhayn reached across a table and flicked on an air purifier, then lit a cigarette. “Not much to tell. I thought you spaceside types would have a better idea. Cotto only had a hasty theory, and I only heard it because I was his aide.” 

“I need to hear it, Lieutenant. Our ship brought us in under the blockade and we didn’t get a good look.”  

“Aye aye.” He took a drag. “It all started when we detected several troop transports in orbit. Initially, we thought that meant another attempt to dig us out the usual way. We’d been harassing their infrastructure up in the polar region and I guess we provoked a response.  

“Under normal circumstances, those big transports are just shift-capable space ferries. As soon as they came out of their jump we expected them to make for the space elevator at the north pole and unload. They didn’t.” 

Strange. “And what then?” 

“We detected multiple objects, larger than interceptors but smaller than landing craft. Shortly afterward the mountain shook like hell and our sensors cut out. One funny thing about them is they looked a bit like dreadnoughts, just scaled down. I saw the scans myself.” 

So the Enemy did have the same idea. That was bad, real bad.  

“I think General Cotto called them gunboats,” he added. “They bombarded the hell out of us from beyond flak range, and the dust storms they kicked up blinded our defense grid. People were dead...dying everywhere. General Cotto...he ordered me to take whomever I could and escape to fight another day. But does this look like fighting to you? Half my troopers are out of ammo and zero, that’s right, zero have functional jump jets! We’ve just been running, running for days! And I don’t know what to do!” 

The kid’s voice cracked. Wen didn’t want to push him too far. She had to be delicate here. Keep him on something tangible, she thought.  

“I know it’s been difficult, Lieutenant, but I need to know. How did you lose it all? What happened to your equipment?” 

Logenhayn finished his cigarette. “Harbin eats equipment like it eats officers and everything else. All our production facilities were centralized, and they’re gone. Without regular maintenance and replacement parts equipment can wear out in a few days of heavy use out here. That was my last cigarette by the way.” 

Not good. “And Montjoie?” Mustn't forget him.  

“Crazy old man, always talking to himself in that insane throat language the Enemy uses. Yes, if you’re wondering, he figured it out. It was hell capturing one alive, by the way. Once the Enemy figured out what we were doing they pretty much launched an all-out suicide attack for three days straight. That was my first time in a real fight. Did you know the Enemy is all female? They’re sort of like reverse ants, only one male per planet.”  

Interesting as that was it wasn’t really relevant to her objectives. “But is he alive?”  

“If they haven’t killed him, yes. Can you believe he wanted to be captured? He’s interested in the Enemy, thinks they’re fascinating. It was all he and General Cotto ever talked about, and they talked about it every free moment. Kui’tang this and Kui’tang that.” 

“Kui’tang?”  

“The Enemy’s word for themselves, or as close as a we can pronounce it. They’ve got extra muscles in their throat you see, like cats! They use them to produce all kinds of sub-vocal noises as a part of their language! Isn’t that fascinating!” 

Wen just let him talk until he talked himself out. They couldn’t move until dusk tomorrow, so she had time.  

“Are you done?” she asked after a while. 

He sighed. “Yes. Sorry, Captain. It’s just the stress of everything and...I really wish I had another cigarette.” 

“There might be some in my ration pack, hold on.” She rummaged through and sure enough, a pack of military cigarettes.  

“Here you go.” She tossed them to him.  

He caught the pack with lightning quick reflexes, tore open the packaging, lit one up in trembling fingers and took a greedy drag. “Oh, Captain, you’re a lifesaver.”  

He leaned back and relaxed for a moment. “So, what’s the plan?”  

“That depends on you. How many marines are here?”  

“Of effectives, approximately a company and a half, and that’s being generous, after all, a marine without jump jets can barely move in a real, fluid battlefield. With all hands, battalion strength.” 

“That’s...not horrible. I’ve got a full ammo spool in my flechette gun. If we spliced and divided that, do you suppose we could at least bring everyone up to status of ‘warm body pulling a trigger’?”  

He whistled. “Full, you say? If we divided it up with what we have I think that would come out to a few minutes of continuous fire per marine. We’ll have to be careful with it, but that’s fine.” 

Logenhayn worked it out on his datapad while the cigarette between his lips burned down. “Yep, roughly two minutes of continuous fire per head. We can work with that. Did you know ancient soldiers carried even less?” 

He sure bounces around. “I don’t think I’ve ever read that book, Lieutenant. It’s strange. You’ve got a datapad and an air purifier but not enough ammo?” 

His eyes got a far away look. “We had to shoot our way out, and they nipped at our heels for a while. Perhaps I let them get a little overzealous with the covering fire as we escaped. It wasn’t the most organized withdrawal and we could only really take whatever was at hand. I did my best.” 

Wen put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, plenty of things have gone wrong with my first command. I shouldn’t even be here for one.” 

“What do you mean?”  

How do I put this? “When we came in under their flak we got made right away. Enemy interceptors were right on us and I had to leave the first officer in charge while I drove them off. My fighter went down two night’s journey south of here. I guess it’s lucky though, since I ran into you.” 

“I guess so. What about your ship?” 

Wen handed him her datapad.  

“This is Marine Corps issue,” he said. “You’re Navy, though. How’d that happen?” 

She smirked a little. “My own quick escape. It’s got a list of LZ’s where we would land and send out search parties. It’s extra lucky since you are just outside the planned radius. We might never have run into you.” 

Logenhayn made a face. “That’s funny, there’s been something going on around this one for at least a day.” 

What? “Where?” Wen asked with deep concern.  

He flipped the datapad around. “That one, looks like your main LZ. We’re still pretty far out, but over the escarpment it’s nothing but plains so we can make out some things. There’s been multiple strikes from their orbital artillery followed by what looked like firefights, but the dust obscured most of it. I thought it was our people. I had hoped more of us made it out.” 

Wen stood up. “We have to go there!” 

“I’d love to, Captain, but it’s daylight now and the planet’s heating up. We’d melt. The climate control on most of our suits has failed and some of us don’t even have suits.” 

“You don’t think we can push through it?” 

“Not in the state we’re in. We need time to splice the ammo and sort out what is and isn’t worth taking. When dusk falls, we march hard, I promise. Your ship’s our only hope at this point.” 

Wen didn’t like it, not one bit, but saw the sense in his words. They’d have to march all night and fight at the end of it. They’d be no good to the Void Dragon dropping off one by one in the dust and sun.  

“Okay. We march at dusk. That’s not all you need to know, though.” 

Logenhayn only raised an eyebrow.  

“This mission doesn’t end with you. We need to make at least one decent attempt to rescue Montjoie now that you tell me he could be alive. It’s imperative.”  

A bitter look crossed Logenhayn’s face for a moment before he schooled his features and nodded. “I figured it’d be something like that. That crazy old man has friends in high places. I just hope he hasn’t volunteered to visit the Enemy home world before we show up.” 

“I know you have limited information, Lieutenant, but do you think he’s been moved?”  

“I doubt it. The hump from the polar region to the Mountain is a pain and a half. We haven’t observed them in the air, either. They’d been building up their strength in the mountains for weeks. My opinion: they were planning to stay for a while, maybe try to figure out the gateway. I bet that’s Montjoie’s game to be honest. He’ll feed them breadcrumbs about it to stall them. Maybe he knows somebody like you is coming.” 

Could be. “Once we relieve the Void Dragon you’ll be reequipped. We have fabricators and supplies, plus an additional company of marines and a Ren infiltration unit.” 

“Black collars huh? I’ve heard about them. I suppose we’re the diversion while the Ren sneak in and nab Montjoie?” he said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.  

“I’ll do my best to see that everyone comes home, Lieutenant. It’s a better chance than you had before.” 

“I don’t disagree. When you arrived I was fully prepared to start up a guerrilla war with improvised weapons. Don’t know how long we would’ve lasted, guess I’ll never know.” 

She smiled. “I guess not.” 

They sat in silence for a moment. “Can I see your ammo spool? I’ll give the orders to splice it now. Come dusk, we’ll be ready to march.” 

She handed it to him. “And get some sleep if you can, Lieutenant.”  

“I’ll try...listen, when I lost it a little earlier, nobody needs to know about that, right?”  

She give him a short nod. “Nobody needs to know. Tonight we march.” 

“March or die,” he said grimly. 

*** 

Dawn. Major Zhamisce had lived to see another dawn. The attacks just wouldn’t let up. They’d been at this for two days now. His company was running on pure stims. He thought that might have been it for him if Colonel Xia and her Ren hadn’t shown up from nowhere to push back that last Enemy breakthrough.  

Lieutenant Tian said they couldn’t run. In her current state the Void Dragon needed about five minutes to charge up a greenshift, and that would be noticed, bringing an orbital bombardment down on their heads. Probably the only reason they were still alive was the fact that the Enemy was trying to capture the ship intact. Setting off the demo charges to keep their knowledge out of Enemy hands had even crossed his mind once or twice.  

He and Captain Ogun had been run ragged trying to hold everyone together. Their equipment kept failing in these dust storms and if they didn’t have fabricators constantly churning out spare parts and the wounded reserve on constant repair duty they might have already been overrun. Casualties were low and steady, but mounting. The Enemy was bleeding them, but they were paying for it, oh they were paying for it.  

Zhamisce paced the perimeter, stepping over Enemy dead left where they fell, piles of them in some cases, Harbin’s ever-present brown dust already beginning to cover and claim them.  

“Lose many this time, sergeant?” he asked.  

“A few from first platoon when they were cut off in the north, one dead in first squad and two wounded in second. Most are still fighting fit. The problem is these god damned dust storms. I’ve had to have my jump jets cleared and adjusted twice and have my ammo spool realigned. It’s a fucking nightmare. If they step up the time between attacks we won’t have time for repairs.”  

“I’m doing my best to rotate everyone back for maintenance as often as possible. Captain Ogun has a kind of jury rigged assembly line going,” Zhamisce said.  

Sergeant Toryn was cleaning a visor that never seemed to get clean. “Can’t see shit out here.”  

“Just remember the Enemy can’t see shit either, and we’re pretty far beyond their center of gravity. I think they’re attacking as often as they can. We’re wearing them down.”  

“Doesn’t change the fact that we’re trapped,” Toryn said.  

“Lieutenant Tian is working on a solution.” That was mostly a lie. They were trapped, but morale would collapse if the grunts knew. Zhamisce didn’t have to like it, but that was the military situation. All they could do was hold on and hope the techs figured out something.  

“Maybe they’ll go easy now that the sun’s out. We bled them real bad last night.” 

“Doubt it,” Toryn said. Yeah, he doesn’t buy the bullshit either, but here we are, both pretending, not like the Enemy cares.  

Zhamisce let Toryn get back to work. After two days and two nights of steady attacks they gave up any pretense of holding a wide perimeter. That square with plenty of depth in every direction was now a triangle, a tight triangle. It was good for quickly enveloping small penetrations as an active defense but they really didn’t have much room to maneuver beyond that. On their last big push the Enemy almost got in sight of the ship. Next time Zhamisce would have to blow it, he was sure, but that didn’t mean he had to make it easy for them.  

Would sure be nice if somebody else showed up. He’d given up Task Force Xuanwu for dead. If they didn’t notice a battle that was probably visible for hundreds of kilometers they were either dead or too depleted to make a difference. They were on their own. No help was coming.  

It was too bad. He’d liked this assignment. It’d only been marred by a few fuckups like Gao and Yimran, and everyone else had been squared away every day. His company were fine marines, and the Ren they had to work with were unusually bearable. Oh well. We accomplished the mission, sort of.  

In their few free moments he’d gotten Colonel Xia to admit that the gateway might not have been as thoroughly demolished as he was initially led to believe. Zhamisce couldn’t fault their courage, if they had to flee before all the charges were set there must’ve been a good reason. They’d proven themselves plenty of times in this battle. It hurt to admit, but one to one they were better than his troopers.  

And speak of the devil. Xia was approaching him. “I sent my best out to scout ahead. The hills crawl. The next one will be the deathblow. You know what that means.”  

Always a ray of sunshine, this one. “The ship can’t be captured intact, I get it. Any news from Lieutenant Tian?” 

She looked down on him. Of course, Ren always looked down on Mei, they had to. “Repairs are coming along, just not in time. If we tried to shift out it would be noticed and their orbital bombardment ships would open up on the ship directly instead of just kicking up dust. The only thing to do is pray Montjoie is dead and there isn’t enough of the gateway remaining for their engineers to make sense of. Our final responsibility is to make sure the Void Dragon does not fall into Enemy hands. You know what to do,” she said imperiously.  

“I know what to do,” he agreed. “Everyone knows where the charges are. Once the lines are broken for good whoever’s near sets them off. Nice knowing you, Colonel.”  

She actually smiled at that. “There are worse ways to die. We’ve done as much as could be asked of us. For what it’s worth, it’s been an honor.”  

“Me too,” he said, and meant it. She wasn’t a bad person, just an arrogant Ren bitch who thought she knew everything. That was about as much acknowledgment as he could ever expect from one of them.  

He felt a rumble that almost shook him off his feet, followed by a great violent thunderclap. Close. Closer than they’ve ever dared. Zhamisce was instantly alert.  

“To battle?” Xia asked. 

“To battle.” 

With his marines bunched up as they were there wasn’t much work for him as an officer. It was simply a matter of holding the line and taking targets of opportunity.  

Rushing to the perimeter took no time at all compared to two days ago. Another rumble. Another thunderclap. Another wall of dust. Here they come.  

They had learned to simply blind fire into the clouds of dust the Enemy was using as cover and judge hits by ear. The sound of flechettes tearing through the Enemy’s armored suits was pretty distinctive, and could easily be heard at medium range, for those of them who still had their hearing anyway.  

Zhamisce went full auto and let it rip. Come on you bastards, come close and show yourselves!  

He was able to make out some good hits down the line but all he was doing was churning up earth and clay. The Enemy seemed to vary their approach, with light attacks, feints, and big pushes coming at near random.  

There was an odd vertigo feeling from the small earthquakes that accompanied the orbital bombardment and the dust that blinded you until you didn’t know which was up. He’d lost a few to friendly fire that way, so Zhamisce eased off the trigger and reoriented himself.  

“Still with me, trooper?” he asked the one on his right.  

“Han, Saha!” she replied.  

Han, Saha. Yes, sir. Only Yimran would keep speaking Nihindi at a time like this. “Watch my back, corporal, this is gonna be the big one!” he shouted over it all.  

Yimran just nodded before a dust storm blinded them both. Next wave.  

His flechette gun gave a high pitched whine as he returned to full auto and finally heard the satisfying sounds of mechanical death. He just mowed down an Enemy spearhead with blind fire! 

They didn’t let him bask in his achievement, though. Their return fire was accurate, chiseling away at the photon-reinforced earthworks they were using as cover.  

Damn, that sounded close. It was close! He just saw an Enemy squad blow right past him. Shit!  

He popped up and mowed them down from behind, a perverse part of his mind appreciating the squeaks they made when his flechettes severed their spinal chords. But they were everywhere! This was a total breakthrough! 

“Fall back to the ship!” he called out, praying some would hear him. They were overrun. He didn’t expect it to happen so fast.   

He pushed off with his lead foot, letting his jump jets carry him backward, firing all the way. It was close up butchery. The Enemy and his marines were massacring each other at point blank range; some had even gone hand to hand.  

Just before he reached the ship his jump jets cut out. He tumbled backward into a somersault that became a lateral roll. He hit his head on something and lost track of where he was or where he was going.  

When he regained his faculties his first sight was of Corporal Yimran standing over him and laying down a withering barrage of covering fire.  

“Yimran, we have to blow—” 

Zhamisce collapsed as soon as he stood up. He tried to stand again, but found he couldn’t. On the third attempt he looked down. The armor plate over his left shin was a split wreck and the lower half of his leg was just barely hanging on to the rest of his body, would’ve probably sheered off if his suit wasn’t holding everything together.  

“Yimran, the charges!” 

“Han, Saha!” she replied, dragging him forward.  

“Leave me, you idiot! Blow them yourself! There’s no time!” 

She either couldn’t hear him, couldn’t understand him, or didn’t care to obey him. It didn’t matter. She dragged him to detonator they’d rigged up. Anything wireless was out of the question with all the interference from dust and light-noise.  

Zhamisce found himself thankful he wasn’t feeling any pain. All the stims and adrenaline had suppressed everything. This is it. No time to think. Just do it. He reached for the detonator.  

And Yimran wrestled it out of his hand! 

“What are you doing, corporal?” he roared. 

Yimran just pointed. He followed her hand unthinkingly. The Enemy soldiers were falling all around them, dropping as they were shot in the back! 

Xuanwu was here!  


Chapter 13

“You can’t be serious!” 

All the officers were assembled in Wen’s office with the exceptions of Major Zhamisce, who was wounded, and Lieutenant Logenhayn, who was supervising the speedy rearming of his Xuanwu remnants.  

“Can’t I, Nima?” Wen said. “Their forces are concentrated here, and they struggled to reduce a single company of marines for nearly three days. Lieutenant Logenhayn’s battalion will cut right through. Montjoie is alive I tell you!”  

“Hearsay, barracks gossip,” muttered Colonel Xia. “I doubt very much they’re in the mood to take prisoners at all.” 

“I have to agree,” Xinren said.  

Et tu, Xinren? I thought you were on my side.  

“Perhaps not prisoners,” Wen said, “but they want our tech. Why didn’t they just annihilate you from orbit as soon as they knew the LZ’s coordinates?”  

“Touche,” Xinren replied. “It’s not like we can leave anyway. Tian said they’d blast us the very moment they detected us charging up a greenshift.” 

“And Montjoie is the only Ren, I mean Mei, who speaks their language, probably anywhere. Don’t you think they’d want to interrogate him about the gateway at the heart of the Mountain?” Wen asked.  

“Could be, could also be dead. I think we’ve wasted enough on your gambles, Captain,” Nima said with a sneer.  

“What was this, Commander?”  

“I know what’s happening here, and I don’t like it. Wen Guiying comes with the cavalry at the eleventh hour and saves the day, and everyone conveniently forgets that she’s the reason we’re in this mess in the first place. You entered a gravity well with your shield up, you moronic spoiled little girl!” 

Wen was just about to reach across the table and throttle him when Lieutenant Tian pulled her right back into her seat. It was easy to forget how big and strong the lanky engineer was.  

“Fighting each other doesn’t solve anything,” Tian said. “Even if we were able to get Montjoie out of there, what would we do with him? We’re stuck here. I can’t risk trying to shift out. The damage pretty much nullifies our ability to slip out undetected and ramp up time will be longer as well. Those orbital bombardment ships of theirs are right over us in a geosynchronous orbit, watching like raptors for anything to look out of place.” 

“I have a plan,” Wen said. 

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Nima replied. 

“I’m afraid my plan is all we’ve got, Nima, and unless I went blind out there in the badlands, the insignia on my collar means captain and yours means commander, so kindly shut your insubordinate mouth before I have you shot.”  

Nima rolled his eyes, but stayed quiet. Wen smiled.  

“As I was saying,” Wen began, “I’ve got a plan. Our objective is Montjoie. Our obstacles are, in order: one, the Enemy fleet in orbit, two, the Enemy ground forces, and three, the Enemy flak belt. We have the tools to nullify two out of three, and give the marines time to do their jobs.” 

“How?” Xia asked. 

“I’m glad you asked! When we came in from the south I noticed the Enemy was using the dust storms kicked up by their orbital strikes to cover their advance. Two can play at that game.” 

“But Captain, I just said the Void Dragon can’t risk moving,” Tian said.  

“The Void Dragon doesn’t need to do anything. We’ve got a pair of perfectly good interceptors.” 

“The yield wouldn’t be nearly enough,” Xinren said.  

“I never said anything about the interceptors using their own guns. We’ve still got a little ammo for the main gun, don’t we Xinren?” 

“A little,” he admitted. “Not as much as I’d like. The fabricators and additional supplies take up too much space.” 

“Well, couldn’t the fabricators rig something up for our interceptors, some sort of ammo rig to carry heavy munitions?” 

“You mean—” 

“Yes. A dive bomber configuration, something that’s been obsolete for who knows how many hundreds of years. But I used to love ancient flight sims, and I know exactly how to pilot a dive bomber. An interceptor carrying one of the Void Dragon’s own shells at hypersonic speeds would hit nearly as hard as if we fired it from orbit.” 

“Well, not nearly,” Xinren replied. “Captain, the Void Dragon’s acceleration chamber can generate a muzzle velocity at a significant fraction of the speed of light. Our shells hit with greater mass than what they start with!” 

“Missing the point, Xinren.” 

“Which is?” Xia asked.  

“Which is, the interceptors can dive bomb the surface and create a dust cloud sufficient to accomplish two key purposes. One, allow our marines to approach the Mountain Stronghold under cover, and two, allow our interceptors to pull up and engage the Enemy gunboats in space. The Void Dragon will then be free to move.” 

“That’s a lot of chances,” Xia said. “Your plan requires every step to succeed.” 

“And our other options?” Wen asked.  

“Wait here to be surrounded and overwhelmed. Point taken, Captain. Loathe as I am to admit it an attack on the very heart of the Mountain is almost certainly the last thing the Enemy will expect,” Xia said.  

“And the Enemy surrounding us is merely bruised, not broken. We had to fight our way through them on foot. While chastened for now, it’s clear they’re only licking their wounds and massing for another storm. There’s no reason at all to give them the chance to organize something like that. The opportunity window for my plan is closing and closing fast!” She hit the table for emphasis.  

“It won’t be easy,” Xia said. “When we reached the Mountain the first time they had at least a division in the immediate area. They weren’t especially attentive, but once we started setting charges they swarmed us with numbers I’ve never seen.” 

“Then we hope they’ve recklessly committed their strength down here and away from the Mountain,” Wen said.  

“We’ll only get one shot at this,” Xia said.  

“I only need one. Xinren, take me to the magazine. Tian, I want our interceptors ready to carry something heavy.” 

*** 

“I still think this is suicide.” 

“You worry too much, Nima. And look on the bright side, if this fails, you never have to see me again!”  

She closed the cockpit and started up the checklist. They’d only get one chance at this. Her eyes darted around for one last look at everyone while she waited for her plasma turbines to warm up.  

Lieutenant Logenhayn and the Xuanwu remnants looked like entirely new people in freshly fabricated gear, every bit the fierce elite unit that they really were. The Lieutenant himself was dancing around on the balls of his feet and testing out his stride-assisting jump jets. After one last check he bounded off and the rest followed. At full speed they’d make the Mountain in time to be covered by the dust storm she was planning to kick up, and they would hopefully tear a hole in the Enemy flak belt to cover her reentry.  

Major Zhamisce’s wounds had turned out to be too severe to be fixed in time, so he was sitting this one out with the rest of the wounded in the Void Dragon’s cargo bay, which had been re-purposed as a makeshift infirmary. His company and Xia’s had been hit hard. Colonel Xia had only a single fireteam of her Ren unit remaining and they’d be the ones to zip through the heart of the Mountain in search of Montjoie.  

The Navy people under her direct command were all aboard ship. It hurt to leave Nima in charge for a minute more but she had to be the one to fly this mission.  

She’d spent the last half hour briefing Ensign Li, her wingwoman for this sortie. A junior officer from Astrogation working under Nima, Wen knew her face but not her name. Coincidentally, she happened to be the best pilot in her year at the Academy and expendable enough for Nima to spare her.  

The plan was a simple one. They’d come in at a steep dive just short of the Enemy flak belt to the north and release their shells in the loosest, sandiest plains they could find on a map. From there it was a race to orbit and the Enemy gunboats. Ensign Li seemed attentive enough but Wen was worried she’d be another type that was overly dependent on instruments. They’d be flying blind through one hell of a dust storm.  

She opened a channel. “Okay, Ensign, it’s follow the leader. We’ve got a storm scheduled and I hate to be late.” 

“Roger that,” Li replied.  

Girl sounds nervous. Probably never thought she’d fly an interceptor in combat. Heh, neither did I at her age.  

They climbed high and fast. Wen unfurled one set of wings, and then her second set as she gained speed. The hypersonic boom breakers made everything feel so so smooth once they hit high machs. Acceleration took a little while since she was carrying serious weight. Lieutenant Tian actually had to recalibrate the engines to be able to carry Void Dragon sized shells.  

“That’s high enough, we’ll loop around and start our dive in one minute. Just follow me and you’ll be fine, Ensign,” Wen relayed. “Remember, we’re not really all that high, and at the speeds we’re about to hit the ground will sneak up fast. Once we drop the bombs pull up as hard as you can.” 

“Roger.”  

Okay, she doesn’t want to talk. That suited her fine. It was early morning and Wen had been up all night, again. She hoped this would be the last one for a while.  

Her console beeped and she steeled herself. “That’s the cynosure beacon. Lock on to the laser and follow me!”  

Lieutenant Logenhayn was going to guide them in using a fairly ancient method that Tian had rigged up, a handheld laser that he was physically pointing at the target. They were striking a valley between two mountains that had a good wind corridor for the dust storm to spread out through. If they were fortunate it would cover his people all the way to the Mountain Stronghold. He’d arrived ahead of schedule, which was cheering to Wen. She was afraid they’d meet resistance before they even reached that point. 

Down, down they went, splitting the sky with sharp thunder.  

Not yet, not yet. They needed to strike this point and no other. The mountain range would snuff out their storm too soon, otherwise.  

Wen checked on her wing through her peripheral vision. “On my mark, Ensign. Hold. Hold. Bombs away!”  

She released the latch on her bomb rig and pulled up for all she was worth. Ensign Li did the same.  

It was a perfect hit. Their bombs struck at just about the same time and a great pillar of brown and red erupted into daylight, nearly reaching her on her way out.  

“Great shot, Ensign! Now, let’s get out of here.”  

The lack of a reply went unnoticed for a good minute before Wen realized what was wrong. Wait, where is she? 

Wen checked her instruments. Well clear of the dust storm and climbing through the upper atmosphere her instruments should have been able to track her wing. She just wasn’t there.  

Damnit! She slammed a fist into the dash. I told her to pull up! 

She sighed. Nothing for it now. Guess it’s up to me, again.  

Wen extended her shield prongs and prepped her turbines for escape velocity. The gunboats had no close escorts but there was no reason to take any chances.  

A transparent diamond of massive light flickered into existence and encased her interceptor, discoloring for a split second when she burst through the final layer of atmosphere. At least I’m not too heavy this time.  

The gunboats maintained a pretty high orbit so she was still a ways off. Wen let her guns spin without firing, a nervous habit she’d had since her Academy days.  

The last modification Lieutenant Tian had made was the soft fragmentation shells currently sitting in her magazine.  There was no need to destroy the gunboats as such, merely disable them long enough for the Void Dragon to shift out unmolested. The special ammo was designed to rattle around inside rather than pierce through. 

As advertised, the Enemy gunboats looked a lot like dreadnoughts or even her own Void Dragon, just scaled down to twenty or thirty meters long.  

Wen gained on them easily and banked in for her first attack run. Here goes.  

She let off a burst of fire and pulled up for another pass just as soon as it was over. On her way back she got a nice visual confirmation and wanted to thank her lucky stars. The Enemy gunboat’s main gun was completely mangled!  

There were a few hard shells mixed in to tear holes in the Enemy’s shield and armor but it looked like she didn’t need them. Those ships probably didn’t even have shields! This was going to be easy.  

The gunboats scattered in all directions but not nearly fast enough to get away from her. She chewed through them effortlessly, weaving unopposed from one to the other. Just to be sure she hit each ship from multiple angles, and one actually blew up! Too easy. Seems the new Enemy ships are half-baked prototypes and missing features.  

Wen considered taunting them a bit more but thought better of it. The gap in the flak belt wouldn’t last and she needed to start heading back, or be trapped up here long enough for something nasty to catch up with her. 

She detonated her shield in a great massive light burst, something that would be easily visible from the surface and the signal to the Void Dragon that it was safe to move.  

It was a lucky thing, too, because that burst of light-noise was probably what threw off the Enemy plasma flak that exploded well wide of her a moment later.  

I thought the marines were supposed to deal with that. Do I have to do everything? 

Despite the poor Enemy gunnery, Wen thought it wise to take evasive action just the same. She flew in wild corkscrews before doubling back and doing it again in another direction. She raised her shields again as a precaution. 

Clouds of purple fire dogged her wherever she went, but Wen noticed it was spotty and irregular. Well, perhaps I’ll have to give them some credit after all.  

The flak tapered off to almost nothing as she made for the equator and prepared for reentry. Until that was accomplished she was hesitant to cut her shields, after all, after so many misses they might get lucky.  

Harbin doesn’t look so bad from up here, she thought. It really didn’t. High morning was ablaze with reds and browns and oranges, and with not a speck of dust to irritate the eye or go somewhere it wasn’t wanted.  

Dow she went, her shield burning brightly as she passed through the atmosphere once again. She was about due at their rendezvous point. The Void Dragon would be waiting at a small mountain that Logenhayn’s marines were supposed to have fortified on their way to the big Mountain. A company and what remained of their own plasma flak would be left behind to hold it while they pushed deeper into Enemy territory.  

From there it would be a simple matter of waiting for them to return, and then shifting out. Wen hoped it would be so easy. She doubted it, but still hoped.  

Nothing unpleasant seemed to notice her as she descended and skimmed the surface of the planet. The dust storm she kicked up earlier hadn’t fully died down, either. Cautious of Ensign Li’s fate, she let herself climb a little, eyes peeled for visual confirmation of the rendezvous point.  

*** 

“I want that battery silenced, sergeant, and I want it done now!”  

Lieutenant Logenhayn was leading his unit over mountains and valleys, hills and ridges, running up sheer surfaces and sliding down the other side as his jump jets carried him over obstacles as if they weren’t there at all. The dust was clearing and everything depended on their interceptors. Only they could open the way for the Void Dragon, the miracle ship, and their only ticket off-world.  

“You sure you want to divide our forces in this low visibility?” the sergeant asked, Logenhayn thought his name was Toro, as insubordinate and second-guessing of an NCO as he had ever had the misfortune to meet.  

“Yes I’m sure. We’re all going north. Take your squad and take them out. I’ll see you at the big Mountain we’re all heading for, and try not to get lost.” 

Okay, perhaps that was too much. It’d been a while since his last cigarette. Smoking with the visor down was ill advised, and so was raising it in a combat situation. So there he was, being sarcastic to subordinates and trying to command a battalion when he’d barely commanded a platoon before.  

Just a little longer.  

Wen had been right. The Enemy was weak in the north, and they broke out of their encirclement almost effortlessly. From there it was a simple matter of overrunning light resistance on the way to the mountain range.  

The mountains themselves were their ally, covering them, cloaking them, and funneling the Enemy into a few points that were easy to crush or bypass now that they had functional suits again. 

Numbers were on their side for once as they covered ground that only days ago they’d been fleeing across. Every so often one of his marines set off a small charge in some dusty ground to feed the storm. Even the wind was with them, blowing and churning their mobile cover in all directions. This was a Mei planet, and the Enemy wasn’t welcome here!  

There.  

“That’s Xiaoshan,” he pointed. “Second company under Captain Ogun is to dig in there and prepare a landing zone for the Void Dragon.” 

It was funny giving a captain orders, but there they were. Ogun wasn’t Xuanwu and Xuanwu followed him now. I wonder if this was what General Cotto felt like.  

The little mountain of Xiaoshan was to be their last redoubt on Harbin. It was an odd feeling. Some of Xuanwu had called Harbin a home for years, bleeding and dying to hold on to their little piece of it. Logenhayn couldn’t wait to leave. He hoped Montjoie still lived so they could get the hell out of here.  

Second company peeled off and began their work. The battalion continued rushing onward, with not an Enemy to check their progress.  

“Don’t think there’s nobody there just because you can’t see them.” Colonel Xia had sidled up next to him.  

Creepy Ren. He liked Captain Wen much better.  

“I don’t,” Logenhayn said, vaulting over a ditch and up a hill. 

Her job was to seize Montjoie, if he lived. “When you launched your raid, how many?” 

“Division strength, at least,” Xia replied.  

He cringed a little inside. Please let them all be down south.  

“Don’t be too worried. You only need to hold them off for a little while.” 

How can she read my expression with my visor down? Can all senior officers do that? 

“We must strike fast and hard,” she continued. “There are plenty of places in and out. All we need is local superiority. The gateway at the heart of the Mountain is as good a focal point as any. Hit them hard there, and I will be able to slip through easily enough.” 

The gateway was an open, hollow chamber designed to receive incoming greenshifts of supplies and personnel. He didn’t exactly like the idea of fighting there, where it was big enough to lack cover and small enough to lack room to maneuver.  

“And there should be plenty of rubble, unless they’ve already cleared it,” she added helpfully.  

Thank goodness for small mercies.  

The Mountain Stronghold was visible in the distance, still majestic, beaten and battered though it was. Impregnable fortress, or so they had all thought. To Logenhayn his escape seemed a lifetime ago. The chaos, the flickering lights, and above all the godawful shaking every time the Enemy fired from above, all now just faint pictures in his mind’s eye. Now he was leading an attack on the impregnable fortress.  

There was little enough to cover their approach, though situated in the middle of a vast range the Mountain stood alone, surrounded by deep valleys cut by rivers long run dry. The dust storm had mostly abated, and that he didn’t approve of one bit.  

“Engineers!” he called.  

A squad materialized at his side.  

“Set charges on our path to the Mountain. We’ll cover you. Everyone, get a good fix on the Mountain. We’re going in under dust cover. Suppressing fire!” 

Hundreds of flechette guns opened up at once. At first it didn’t sound like much more than a dull buzz, as a swarm of insects in the evening, and then came the echoes. 

The echoing reports of thousands of flechettes a second striking the Mountain shook the whole valley, and it stunned Logenhayn. He’d been in bigger battles than this. It shouldn’t have surprised him, but there it was.  

If the Enemy was manning defenses around the Mountain their heads were down for sure.  

“Fire in the hole!” shouted an engineer.  

A chain of explosions cascaded up and down the valley, near deafening them all and blinding them with dust.  

“Forward!”  

The glided over the ground with little short jumps, like skiing over a flat surface, and before anyone had time to think they were scaling the Mountain itself.  

“To the gateway! Stay together!”  

There were little firing positions dug out of the Mountain, which Enemy squads used as earthen bunkers. Logenhayn passed one by chance, chipped away at it with a burst of flechettes, and tossed a grenade through the firing slit. He didn’t stick around long enough to watch it explode. They kept pushing forward, bypassing what defenses they could and only destroying targets of opportunity, for their target was the big breach further up, breaches, really.  

The orbital bombardment that had lost them the Mountain had opened up wicked wounds for them to pour through. There was no time for anything else.  

“Keep moving! Don’t stop for anything!”  

The rational part of his brain knew it was pointless to call out further orders. Almost nobody would hear them. Still, it felt good.  

He couldn’t believe his luck when he reached the breach and found it had already been forced. His marines were flooding the area and from the bodies it looked like the Enemy had been barely defending it.  

Arrogant bastards.  

He made a hand signal for everyone to form up and all present fell in behind him. They’d made it up and now it was time to go down.  

Logenhayn remembered a large elevator shaft as the main vertical artery running through the Mountain, and as luck would have it they were pretty close. He wouldn’t trust the elevator itself in combat, but with their jump jets to slow descent they wouldn’t have to.  

Their first real resistance was an Enemy command post at the entrance to the shaft.  

“Real resistance” turned out to be token at best as the Enemy on guard were out of uniform and only one of them even bothered to return fire. Their remains were splattered all over the hallways in short order.  

Logenhayn spared them a glance on his way past. Weird, almost like hairless cats. He’d seen pictures, but never like this. They didn’t look that alien, and were visibly female, just like Montjoie said.  

“Somebody call an elevator?” Sergeant Toro asked. A few laughed.  

“No elevator for us today, marine, looks like the Enemy hasn’t bothered to fix anything they broke,” Logenhayn said. “Okay everyone, the gateway is at the very bottom. I want everybody down there swift but safe, remember vertical downwards isn’t as easy as vertical upwards. Expect a welcoming committee at the bottom!”  

Logenhayn went over first. Forward facing jump jets at his suit’s belt line fired to keep him upright and he began to walk along the wall of the shaft, straight down. There was a trick to it with shifting your weight slightly every time the jets fired. He noticed a few slips and stumbles but nobody outright lost control, for which he was thankful.  

Bigger than I remembered, he thought. If anything, the Mountain looked bigger on the inside than out, especially the hollowed out parts.  

Though it took longer than he liked, and there were a few stragglers still climbing down, almost the whole battalion had made it to the ruined base of the shaft. Colonel Xia’a handiwork was obvious, with half-cleared rubble everywhere. Logenhayn was somewhat worried about the structural integrity if he was honest. They’d be putting a lot of stress on everything real soon.  

Speaking of which, where was the Enemy? Surely, they would defend the gateway they were so interested in. They were nearly at the heart of the Mountain. It was concerning.  

He signaled for noise discipline and everyone shut up. They crept along, almost to the very threshold of the gateway, when they heard it.  

It was an awful sound, like a tiger purring and trying to speak Nihindi at the same time, but somehow worse. It was their language, no mistake about that. He made just one more hand signal.  

Attack!  

The battalion surged forward, firing at anything that moved. If anything, the echoes here were worse than outside the mountain. The gateway was a huge hollow chamber, with apparently perfect acoustics. Logenhayn took a chance and turned on the sound dampeners on his helmet. He’d burst his ear drums if he didn’t.  

Inside was more Enemy than he had ever seen in one place, but they were being driven back by his marine’s withering fire. Logenhayn noticed Xia and her Ren unit blow past him, off to look for Montjoie. 

Hand signals were about all he could use since he noticed troopers all around switching on their sound dampeners.  

Engineers.  

He was to hold here until Xia returned. Montjoie was their main objective, but whether they found him or not, they still intended to leave nothing here for the Enemy to study.  

Covering fire.  

The unit fanned out and went full auto. Their flechette guns could do this for hours with full ammo spools so there really wasn’t any reason not to. The Enemy receded like a tide as engineers set charges on the chamber’s supports.  

A few were dropped by Enemy return fire but their charges were picked up quick enough by the rest. 

The Enemy withdrew. Local superiority. How? Did they truly not expect to be attacked here? It must’ve been. Wen had allowed them to strike at the Enemy’s soft underbelly. The plan actually worked! 

A sudden, irrational thought struck him. This is a trap. It didn’t feel like a trap, well, it did and it  didn’t. Why give up so quickly? Did they mean to bury us here? 

Hold fire, he signaled. It took a few seconds for everyone to get the message but eventually the fire died down, replaced with an eerie quiet, made more so by the fact that their helmets were tamping down on incoming sound. He switched off the feature with a blink and waited for everyone else to do the same.  

“Set up a defensive perimeter,” he ordered. “Engineers, start reinforcing rubble piles with photon fields and dig in a bit. Stay alert people! More could be here at any moment.” 

He waited a minute. And then another, eyes darting around the room and ears keen to pick up on any sounds of movement. Despite their hasty fortifications he found himself feeling their position was pretty damned exposed, what with the high ceiling and walkway running the length of the chamber. His marines knew their business and secured the high ground first, and then all the exits. It was pretty easy without the Enemy putting up a fight. He was covered on every side but just couldn’t shake the feeling of something being off, though he couldn’t tell you what, exactly.  

Where are they? “How long has Colonel Xia been gone?” he asked to nobody in particular.  

A marine checked her watch. “Five minutes.”  

Fast as she moves that’s as good as an hour.  

“Sergeant Toro.” 

“It’s Toryn.”  

Whatever, they’re always making up new names on the Tiandao anyway. “You and your squad are with me. I know where Montjoie was interrogating his prisoners. Xia knows, but she might have run into too much for her to handle alone.” 

“Just great,” Toryn replied.  

“The rest of you,” Logenhayn said, “are to remain here. Set the charges for fifteen minutes. If I’m not back in ten, assume Montjoie is a lost cause and withdraw. We all knew that was a possibility going in here. Rendezvous at Xiaoshan for evac. We’ve done all we can.” 

Logenhayn took point and led Toryn’s squad through the narrow tunnels that branched off from the greenshift gateway, mostly for volatile munitions storage, but Montjoie set up shop there as well.  

“Sure you want to leave a whole battalion without an officer, Lieutenant?” Toryn asked after a few twists and turns.  

Typical noncom. “No choice. I’m the one who knows the way, now be quiet, who knows if they’re listening in?”  

Who knows indeed? The Enemy should’ve had sentries posted, even if they temporarily abandoned the gateway. No attack is this perfect. They’re still here, somewhere.  

He peered over the corner and startled for a second. Bodies. Enemy bodies. They were out of uniform and in strangely pristine condition. Flechette guns didn’t do that. Colonel Xia must’ve taken them out silently. She’s been this way.  

That was comforting at the very least. The Enemy leaving their own people exposed and undefended like that smacked more of incompetence than deception. Perhaps we did catch them with their pants down after all? 

He signaled a halt. The door to Montjoie’s language lab was ajar, and there were sounds coming from within. Logenhayn clutched his weapon and leaned forward to listen. 

“I’m telling you, Colonel, this rescue is really quite unnecessary.”  

He’s alive. Logenhayn would recognize that insanity anywhere. He burst through the door and found four flechette guns trained on him from various sides. They all just stood there for a long awkward moment before Colonel Xia motioned for them to lower their weapons.  

“The self control of my troopers is the only reason you’re alive, marine. What happened to waiting in the chamber?”  

“They gave up too easily,” Logenhayn replied. “I thought it was suspicious and I know how long it takes to get here. What kept you?”  

“Him!” Xia replied fiercely, pointing at the crazy old man himself, who was cowering behind some sort of force field. He didn’t look roughly treated at all. His gray chin hairs and mustache were well trimmed, his clothes clean, and his cheeks had a nice healthy color. From the looks of the slight billowing effect towards the waistline of his green Zhongshan suit he was even being well-fed. 

“Just as I told the good Colonel, the Quay’Tahhhn are not nearly as united as we imagine. There are factions that can be reasoned with. A separate peace with this group is entirely possible.” 

“Kui-something” was about all Logenhayn got out of that. Montjoie spoke the word with an unsettling trill from deep in his throat, like the purring of a cat but alien. 

“And I just told the professor that he’s needed back on Zhongxing, today. If he wishes to discuss negotiations it can be done there,” Xia said tightly.  

How long had they been arguing?  

“Listen,” Logenhayn said, “they could be back at any moment. For now the coast is clear. We’ve got to go!” 

“See, Montjoie? You heard him. This is our chance.” 

“You’re blowing things out of proportion,” Montjoie said. “I’ve just told you they can be reasoned with. You see, they have a very interesting social structure. It’s sort of a “fusion-fission” society. They’re eusocial like ants, but rather than a queen, they have a king.  

“Very very few males are born, perhaps one in a million. When a boy comes, the mother forms a new unit with a group of independent female followers, millions in some cases. They serve the boy’s mother for the right to mate with him. Planets are governed this way. Males just spend all day breeding with whomever they’re told to. It’s the mother who rules. On some colonies they have only one male per planet, his mother absolute dictator. On their most populated worlds there are still only a handful of males, usually close relatives though, or the planet would see civil war shortly. 

“They have a council of sorts for ‘mothers-of-sons’ which is effectively their political system, but in practice each ‘mother-of-son’, a translated term by the way, is an authority unto herself. I’ve spoken with the local one. Peace, here, is within our grasp!”  

That’s why they pulled back? This was big, bigger than him.  

“That’s interesting, but we still need to go, professor,” he said  

“We can always make you,” Xia added menacingly.  

Ren, horrible when they don’t get their way. He knew that approach wouldn’t work at all with someone like Montjoie, and he was pretty well dug in, too. The photon field protecting him was the same one they used to confine their prisoners, but Logenhayn noticed the controls were on his side of the field.  

“Please, sir, we had to fight our way to you and while some of them might be willing to negotiate, they were still launching vicious attacks on our positions as recently as twelve hours ago. Are you sure they can be trusted?”  

Montjoie looked at him for the first time, really looked. “Do I know you?”  

“I was General Cotto’s aide,” he replied in a small voice.  

“Then you know what’s at stake here! This is the first breakthrough in Quay’tahhhn-Gongyue relations after almost a generation of war! I simply can’t afford to leave now.” 

There was that awful word again. Logenhayn, conscious of the time frame he set for the battalion, was more worried by staying. “Sir, we’re on a tight schedule here, and if we remain a minute longer we’ll be abandoned in all likelihood. You may trust yourself to their mercy but I don’t. Some of our marines have fallen in the last few minutes!” 

Montjoie held up his hands. “An unfortunate circumstance, but nothing compared to what will happen if I walk away now. They’ll think I was just playing with them when I spoke of peace.” 

“And maybe they’re just playing with you,” Xia pointed out. 

Wow, clever. “Yeah, they do seem to want our new technology really badly,” he added. 

A flash a doubt passed over Montjoie’s eyes before he fixed them ahead. “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”  

That left them at a loss for a moment until Colonel Xia spoke up again.  

“We came here on a ship, based on the same technology as the gateway, just downscaled. They’ve been launching suicide attacks to capture our landing zone for going on three days, all while they were speaking to you of peace. They can’t be trusted.” 

“And they hounded us into the badlands!” Logenhayn said. “Everyone who escaped the Mountain. Only a few hundred are left, out of the thousands that were based here. You saw what they did!” 

Montjoie looked at him, and then Colonel Xia, and back again. His mouth opened once and no words came out. Finally, he cast his gaze downward, hopelessly. 

“I...I was so close...close to understanding them, but you’re right.” He powered down the forcefield with a trembling finger. 

Xia snapped into action and rattled off a coded order to her Ren backup. Two Ren marines materialized at either side of Montjoie.  

Huh, there were more in the room than I noticed at first. They’re really as good as they say.  

“Lieutenant, cover us, we’re getting out of here.” 

Don’t need to tell me twice.  

With the exception of Montjoie, they crossed the narrow hallways one by one so as not to be caught stacked up. They moved pretty fast and Logenhayn allowed himself to hope they would get out of there with no problems.  

Those hopes were rapidly dashed when they heard the clear sounds of a renewed battle in the gateway chamber.  

Shit!  

Xia made some hand signals he didn’t understand and then realized what she was doing and signaled him with the standard Marine Corps usage.  

‘Mei Forward.’ 

Just great. Who knew Special Forces had their own sign language?  

The Ren were busy guarding Montjoie and hustling him along. He and Toryn’s squad were the best choice. He knew the military reason, but he didn’t have to like it.  

They came across a whole swarm of Enemy bunched up and setting breaching charges on the wall.  

If the door is too heavily guarded, make a new door, right guys? 

At close range like this one good burst was all it took to mow them down.  

Didn’t expect an attack from this side, did you?  

With the sounds of battle everywhere the rest of the Enemy didn’t even notice they were being attacked from behind until it was too late.  

The passages were wider here as the tunnels were originally dug for storing heavy munitions and equipment. Sergeant Toryn and his squad added their fire to his and before long they started to run out of targets. One Enemy trooper with a death wish even ran into the fortified gateway chamber.  

Logenhayn expected her (he knew they were all “hers” now) to be shot to pieces at the threshold, but it didn’t happen.  

Wait, how long has it been? 

His eyes flicked up to the little clock in the corner of his visor’s heads up display. Fourteen minutes!  

“We have to get out of here, this place is gonna blow in one minute!” 

Montjoie, Xia, and her people were kind of hanging back. He sent one of the troopers to hurry them along.  

“Run for it, marines!”  

Logenhayn cut across the empty, shot to hell chamber in record time and started scaling the ruined elevator shaft with little jumps from wall to wall as fast as his jets would allow. About of a quarter of the way up Xia and company overtook them. 

Fast!  

A second later the whole Mountain shook like hell. Green depleted-xinium plasma erupted from below and started rising. It was the fuel for their most destructive thermobaric charges and would probably collapse the whole Mountain in time.  

The pressure of it all pushed him upward and he nearly lost control of his jump jets which would’ve been certain death.  

Come on, come on!  

A marine in a rush, with death behind him, can go faster than he thinks, or so Logenhayn found out personally. He managed to vault up the shaft without taking another breath and caught up to Xia and Montjoie dealing with a problem.  

The ground, the walls, the ceiling, everything around them was horribly unstable and quivered as they moved, but the worst thing was the apertures through which they had entered the Mountain had collapsed. 

The Ren marines were trying to shoot their way out but the walls of the Mountain proved thick and more was collapsing all the time. They were probably seconds away from the total collapse of everything around them.  

In their desperation the Ren were shooting from the hip and trying to dig their way out with the other hand.  

Logenhayn had to laugh. As tough as they were they were still skinny, frail Ren at the end of the day.  

“Allow me, he said.  

He started by opening fire at full auto, his flechettes tearing apart the wall but not doing much to open a path. Then, he set his rear jump jets for one big burst and approached the wall at a run, head first!  

Like a Mei bullet he blasted his way out of the Mountain and didn’t notice much else until he felt himself being grabbed.  

“Lieutenant. Lieutenant! Speak to me!”  

Everything seemed slow, like he was underwater. It took him a couple seconds to realize his helmet was off and Colonel Xia was kneeling over him. 

“We’ve got Montjoie clear of the Mountain! You’ll get a medal for this, I promise. Now we’ve got to get to Xiaoshan! Get up!” 

Right, Xiaoshan. The ship.  

“Okay,” he said, but it came out slurred.  

“Fuck, you have a concussion. I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Xia wrenched him off the ground and flipped a switch on his belt. Logenhayn only just realized Xia was slaving his suit to hers when they started jumping in tandem. Well, she was jumping and he was being dragged.  

About halfway to Xiaoshan he shook off enough of the cobwebs to ask a question. “Have they left yet?”  

“No, they still need time to charge up for a greenshift jump, we’ve got five—”  she checked her visor, “— four minutes. We’re just about there.” 

At Xiaoshan Captain Ogun waved them in and Colonel Xia’s marines escorted Montjoie aboard. They were just about to do the same when Ogun’s plasma flak opened up. They were being attacked from the air. There was nothing in him except to stand there stupidly and watch.  

It wasn’t an orbital bombardment but Enemy interceptors that were circling and strafing the perimeter, only barely held at bay by what remained of their flak’s coverage.  

A lucky shot took out one of the canons and Logenhayn thought they were about to get swarmed, but just as the Enemy interceptors formed up for an attack run another interceptor showed itself, one of theirs! 

It’s Captain Wen!  

Wen shot down one, and then another, all while avoiding the purple fire of their plasma flak and driving the Enemy into it with a skillful display of dog fighting and positioning. Logenhayn had never seen anything like it. She landed just as skillfully and rushed aboard while Ogun covered her.  

The Energy field around the Void Dragon was visible now. It was just thin massive light at present but it would soon be full of xinium energy and impossible to walk through. Looks like it’s time to leave.  

Captain Ogun and Second Company thought so too. They abandoned their fortified positions and marched aboard one by one. It was just him and Ogun when they saw. 

The Enemy, thousands of them, poured out of the mountains, coming right at them. 

Ogun sighed and started walking to the flak control console. Logenhayn followed him without thinking.  

“What the hell are you doing, Lieutenant? Get aboard!” 

“What are you doing?” 

“Somebody has to run flak control to keep them off of us. I’m staying behind.” 

Fuck that. “I’ll do it.”  

“Do you even know how?” he asked incredulously.  

“Turn the guns horizontal, area denial mode, manage each battery from the central console to keep the guns from destroying themselves or each other,” he replied automatically.  

Ogun’s black face scrunched up in disbelief. “Seriously?” 

“Seriously,” he replied. He wasn’t thinking, but that was probably for the best.  

Ogun started jogging for the ship when he thought of something. “Hey, wait!” 

“What? Changing your mind already?”  

“Got a cigarette?”  


Chapter 14

Sleep, glorious sleep.  

Harbin had been a nightmare, but it was all over now. The last jump to the Dark Facility totaled the core according to Tian. Her chief engineer had to jettison it as soon as they came out of their shift. Unstable, she said. Still, mission success!  

Montjoie and the Xuanwu survivors were taken away on a transport just as soon as they got off, to some public place where they could be seen, Wen presumed. They had been surprisingly subdued, all things considered. She heard their red-headed Lieutenant didn't make it. That was too bad. 

There’d been no debriefing for her, either. The Void Dragon was out of commission for the time being so she was a captain without a ship. Her orders came on the next news shuttle: she was to report to the People's Central Committee itself on Zhongxing, the capital world. That was how she came to be here in her old apartment in Aolin city, an inheritance from her parents. She'd never be able to afford it otherwise.  

Aolin city, built atop the great mountain Olympus Mons, was the first place they settled when Zhongxing was colonized. Back then it had been called Huoxing, or Mars, and very different indeed. It was red at one point! She couldn’t imagine Zhongxing being anything other than purple. Purple was everywhere. Genetically engineered plants with purple foliage thrived in the planet’s soil, and even survived in ancient days when Zhongxing lacked a fully breathable atmosphere.  

Though a city, Aolin was no less purple. It had been built in the days when the old home world was polluted beyond measure, and barely livable. Great care was taken in maintaining the ecological balance and building permits here were harder to get than colonial charters for new worlds. It made rent hideously expensive, but this was the capitol of the Gongyue Government itself, a polity with dozens of planets under its rule. 

Wen turned over and looked out the window. There was nothing but spider-thin towers connected with webs of vacuum train tubes. Even these sported gardened walls and careful cultivations. The surface, Wen knew from childhood, was mostly parkland. Her parents were together then and there was no war. She could remember being happy, but not really because of her family. No, as a child her concerns were decidedly more parochial. It was all about the parks and the animals.  

Mountain though it was, Olympus Mons was really a giant shield volcano with a gentle slope, barely perceptible in places.  The parks were stocked full of wonderful places to explore and get lost in, and the Gongyue Government made sure the children of its elite spent plenty of time in nature. 

Sometimes Wen wondered if she had ever really been that little girl. She was so different these days. This was her home, or at least the address listed on her military I.D. The Central Committee wanted her for something and all she could think about was sleep. Maybe it was just Harbin. She’d never been on a mission like that before. Was life in the Marines Corps always like that? If so, she was glad she went Navy.  

Speaking of which, half the Navy must've been overhead, perhaps more now. A great fleet was massed over Zhongxing; she saw it on her way to the surface. The most interesting thing? Hundreds of Void Dragon class frigates, or more than she could count from the space elevator, anyway, were flying openly right alongside the dreadnoughts. I suppose one of them has my name on it.  

The dreadnoughts were easier to eyeball, forty, perhaps fifty. She didn’t know how many they had total, but that was a significant chunk for sure.  

Wen smiled. There was no way she was being punished this time, despite a few mistakes she made along the way, she’d gotten just what High Command wanted and ended the Mei general strike. Admiral Song had assured her of that much. It would feel good to be in a fighting ship again, and in a fleet like that. She’d never seen so many ships in one place. It was the “big push” they’d talked about. It had to be. With that many frigates they’d tear the Enemy apart.  

She would never underestimate the Void Dragon, or any ship of its class. That little frigate had gotten her out of and through more messes than she could casually count. With so many, just about anything was possible.  

Watch out, ‘Kui-Tang’, Captain Wen is coming for you! 

“Heh, Kui-Tang. So funny.” Wen had been endlessly fascinated by Professor Montjoie and his expertise on the Enemy and their language, even with as little time as she actually got to speak with him. To put a name to what, to whom she’d been fighting, made everything so much more clear.  

“Like ants,” he’d said, “but like cats too, especially the big extinct kind from the old home world.” Wen would’ve liked to know all this in xenostudies back at the Academy. Of course, knowing herself at the time, she’d have only really been interested in whether Ren could eat their food. She couldn’t even keep herself from asking Montjoie that very question.  

They could, as a matter of fact, though the Kui’Tang diet was mostly fish, something about being semi-aquatic. They’re like us in every way that matters. Food, climate, gravity, all tolerances within the same range. They just reproduce more quickly. No wonder they want our planets.  

Let them breed as fast as they like, Wen thought viciously. The tables have turned now.  

*** 

On the third day home Wen found herself going just a little stir crazy. “I just can’t ever be happy, can I?”  

At some point the grind of her life had become normal, and ease just felt like a waste. She wanted to being doing something. The People’s Central Committee was sure taking their time.  

It wasn’t like there was nothing to do, but Wen had been gone so long she didn’t even know where to start. The restaurants her parents had taken her to as a child were all gone, and nothing was exactly where she remembered it. It would’ve been depressing to go there alone in any case. The simple fact was she didn’t know anyone here and hadn’t had anything close to real friends since the Academy. The whole planet had changed. Half the people on the vacuum trains were in military uniforms and more than half the people had grim, unsmiling faces. The Long War had touched even old Zhongxing, with not a shot fired in system or even close by. It was all so depressing.  

Wen had spent the first two days catching up on all the sleep she missed on the Harbin mission. She enjoyed it well enough until, lying awake, she had an awful thought. She probably destroyed Harbin’s ability to sustain life, at least for a generation. Shifting out directly from the surface with the Void Dragon’s damaged and unstable core would’ve released xinium radiation sufficient to render most of the planet uninhabitable.  

Never killed a planet before, she thought. But it was them or me, and I chose me. That’s what she told herself, at any rate.  

On the fourth day (so unlucky) she finally received her summons to appear before the Central Committee. Her dress uniform had been cleaned and laid out days ago and she didn’t waste any time.  

She thought she cut a pretty dashing figure as she admired her reflection. The uniform was white with golden epaulets, braids, and piping. Wen hadn’t worn anything this fancy since graduation, and best of all, the insignia for captain was right there for all to see.  

Wen tucked her cap under her arm and made for the train station attached to her building. Of course, “train” was something of a misnomer since individual cars typically made trips unattached. Only extremely dense cities used real trains, and none of those existed on pristine Zhongxing.  

The ticket computer automatically waived her fare since she was technically on official military business, so she just sat down. It was the middle of the afternoon and well past lunch so there were only three other people on board for this run, and they all sat far enough away from Wen that she didn’t get a good look at them.  

Once all were aboard a massive light relativistic stability field spread over the car and they shot into the tube. Wen averted her eyes from the window, an instinct she thought long forgotten. The sudden blurring of everything around made her sick as a child and a part of her remembered, somehow.  

Aolin city was nearly a thousand kilometers from end to end and the trains had to be fast. Wen wondered why they bothered with windows since with the speed, the imperfectly transparent vacuum tube, and the distortion from the stability field you couldn’t really see anything.  

They stopped twice and everyone but her got off. The trains here kept no fixed schedule and could be sent pretty much anywhere on the transportation grid as passengers demanded. It was really quite convenient. The perks of living on the home world.  

The view stabilized as the car stopped at a fortified checkpoint tower. One couldn’t simply take a commuter train directly into the inner sanctum of the Gongyue Government. She’d have to go through security and change to the military train that would take her to the Great Gongyue Hall. 

The guards, Ren marines all, were more polite than Colonel Xia ever was, at least. The saluted at her approach and everything was carried out pretty quickly. The secure car had just one other passenger.  

“Ha! So you’re the girl, huh?”  

Wen bristled a bit at being called a girl at her age and looked around for the offender, unsuccessfully.  

A head peaked out from around one of the car’s benches and Wen narrowed her eyes. 

He looked more like a gnarled tree stump than a man. Half his face was burned and ruined, and the other half tanned and leathery like an old pair of combat boots.  

“Combat boots” was an apt comparison. Wen looked down at this old Mei man and noticed he was wearing a Marine Corps uniform (of course he was) but that wasn’t all. The rank insignia on his shoulders meant marshal.  

“Marshal!?” she gasped.  

He smiled with a mouthful of shiny artificial teeth. “So you’ve heard of me?”  

“Can’t say I have, sir,” she replied lightly. “I didn’t know they were still giving out that rank.” 

He motioned for her to sit down next to him. Wen thought it must’ve looked a bit comical, since she was easily twice his height, though with the breadth of him the old marshal probably weighed more.  

“It’s not usual, I’ll admit, but we’ve got something big planned,” he replied.  

Interesting. “Can you tell me about it?” 

He winked at her with his good eye, or the eye she thought was the good one. “I could. But wouldn’t you want to hear it from the big shots up top? I heard Chairwoman Cao is gonna be there, complete with all the officious crap you types love, pomp and circumstance and all that.”  

That big? Wen thought she was just getting a medal and a new ship! A promotion to commodore at the most! 

“What do you mean?”  

“Look up,” he said.  

And sure enough, the fleet visible over the planet had doubled since the last time she checked.  

She looked down at him, then up again, and back down. 

“Yep,” he said, sounding pleased with himself. “This is the big one, all hands. I’m Marshal Lü by the way.” He offered a hand and Wen shook it. He held on and looked her in the eye. “I heard what you did for Task Force Xuanwu and Montjoie. That was tenacious work. I have a hell of a lot of time for tenacious people,” he said fiercely.  

When he let go Wen shook the numbness out of her hand and didn’t care if he saw. “Thanks. It wasn’t easy.” 

“It never is.” 

The sat in silence for a while. Marshal Lü wasn’t talking and Wen didn’t really know what else to say. Finally she just blurted it out, “Why aren’t we moving?”  

He sat back and smiled again, not even coming up half way the admittedly high-backed seat he was in. “Rank hath its privileges. They’re waiting for me to give the order.” 

“Well, what are you waiting for?” 

“You,” he said, leveling a thick finger right over her heart. “I wanted to see you myself, have a chat, get your measure. After all, I’ll be needing you for my plan.” 

That sounds ominous. “What plan?” she hardly dared to ask.  

“That would be telling.” He smiled again and brought his hand down in a chopping motion.  

Wen wasn’t ready for the sudden acceleration, not at all. The landscape outside the windows became an abstract blur at once and Wen was nearly jarred out of her seat. “Warn me next time, will you?” she said unhappily.  

Lü looked nonplussed. “I thought you were a pilot. This is nothing.” 

“It’s different, trust me.”  

“I suppose I’ll just have to take your word for it, career ground pounder that I am. Speaking of which, let me be the first to welcome you to the Great Gongyue Hall of the People, the beating heart of Aolin city, hell, the whole Gongyue Government!”  

It didn’t look like much, to be honest, just another vacuum train terminal on another tower, commonest sight in the daily life of every Aoliner.  

Lü must’ve been watching her expression because he said, “It’s more impressive on the inside. This is just the working entrance for us high level types. Welcome to the club!”  

The marines on duty recognized Marshal Lü right away and waved them through. Wen made sure to stick close.  

The little atrium beyond the security checkpoint was pretty grand, she had to admit. The plush carpets sported intricate patterns of red and gold. A high ceiling was held up with marble pillars and ornamented with a grid of crystal chandeliers. The staircase at the far end of the room and all the doorways were paneled in a rare wood she didn’t recognize.  

“This way,” he said. “I’m afraid the Great Hall of the Great Hall isn’t our destination today.” 

A side door opened to a wide hallway with a guard every ten paces. The Ren marines just stood silently as they passed.  

“Who are we meeting anyway?” Wen asked.  

“Cao, other big shots, not a full plenary session but everyone that counts will be there, plus a surprise,” he added lightly.  

Wen didn’t have to wait long for her surprise. There was someone waiting for them at the threshold to the Committee chambers, someone Wen hadn’t seen in a long time.  

“Commodore Jiang!” she called out, saluting as an afterthought.  

“Captain Wen,” her old commanding officer greeted. “I heard you had an adventuresome time of it on your last mission.”  

“I’ll let you too get reacquainted,” Lü said, and entered the room. 

Commodore Jiang looked really good in her dress uniform, almost like...almost like her mother. And then she saw it. “Admiral Jiang! You’ve been promoted?”  

“Three whole ranks.” Jiang sat back on her heels and preened. “Had to be, for this.” 

Wen held up a hand. “Wait, what’s this? They still haven’t told me anything.”  

Jiang sighed. “That’s good, I suppose, would be a shame if you spent your R&R time with something like this hanging over you.” 

Wen asked again with her eyes. Jiang pulled her off to the side and began speaking rapidly in a quiet voice. 

“We’re going after them, one large decisive battle. I’m sure you’ve seen the fleet overhead. Since you left Harbin they’ve pulled back to their main staging ground in the old outer colonies, the planet Chengdu. The frigates have done excellent work scouting, by the way. We know the Enemy’s every move just as soon as they make it. With hundreds of those hopping around constantly they can’t hide anything from us for long.” 

“And why are we attacking them first?” Wen asked.  

“I’ll give it to you straight. They’ve been behaving erratically, almost like they’re desperate. With Montjoie’s analysis of their behavior and biology we think we have a pretty good idea of their motivations. They have a rather serious internal division, worse than our Ren/Mei relations in many ways.” 

“I’m not sure I follow.”  

“One male per planet,” Jiang said. “It explains everything. Whenever a male is born, his mother gathers a fleet and conquers him one. Their strategy never made sense before. They’re fundamentally decentralized, and fleets answering to one Mother-of Son don’t answer to or support another in most cases. They don’t attack unless they have a boy that needs living space. Their offensives are completely disjointed and random as a consequence. I hate to say it, but if they were better organized we’d likely have been defeated a decade ago.” 

That was sobering. “So why the big concentration?”  

“We only have theories, but I think they’ve gone too long without a new conquest. They probably have one or more landless males lying around and we’ve been inflicting too many casualties on their fleets. It’s attack us or risk civil war. They’ve banded together because they don’t think they can win otherwise! 

“Of course they have no idea we have hundreds of Void Dragon class frigates now. The decision has been made to launch a preemptive attack on their fleet. You’ve performed an immeasurable service, Captain. If you hadn’t stuck around and brought back Montjoie after the initial setbacks on Harbin we wouldn’t know a fraction of this. We might very well win the war because of you.” 

Jiang looked proud. Wen just felt embarrassed. 

“Come on, the Chairwoman wants to see you.”   

Jiang took Wen by the shoulder and led her into the council chambers of the People’s Central Committee.  

A digital map of the galaxy as they knew it was fitted on one wall, constantly updating as news trickled in from scout ships. Wen’s eyes immediately drifted to the central constellation of the old outer colonies. There was Chengdu, where the Enemy fleet was massed.  

We’re attacking that. There must’ve been five or six hundred dreadnoughts at least. She thought the gap was three to one, not five! Would the frigates be enough to tackle that kind of firepower? 

Her gaze drifted across the chamber to an oaken dais with the words Gongyue Systems Republic emblazoned in large characters. The figures seated there were shadowy, illuminated only by the pale light of the galaxy map. There were just a few guards that she could see, but Wen knew that didn’t mean much. It was the guards you didn’t see that you had to worry about, after all.  

Bureaucrats and high officers milled around, worrying at the map and other things. Marshal Lü was holding court over one section, gesticulating animatedly at what Wen could only guess were planned landing zones. It was almost too much to take in. The beating heart of the Gongyue Government.  

Commodore Jiang, no, Admiral Jiang, motioned for her to follow and walked Wen to the dais. Admiral Song was there, though he wasn’t seated with the real big shots. Wen spent a moment trying to catch a glimpse of Professor Bruzio, the Void Dragon’s inventor, but she was nowhere in sight. That was to the good, Wen felt; she didn’t relish having to explain the sorry state she returned the ship in. The mad Mei Montjoie was there, though. 

“She’s here,” a voice said.  

It was the work of a moment to figure out whose voice. Up close like this she could make out the shadowed faces of the Central Committee and recognized at least one. It was Mr. Wu, a bland-looking whiskered official that Wen knew personally to be a ruthless taskmaster.  

“Approach, Captain,” he said.  

She edged forward, not fully trusting her legs to hold her up. A black hole had formed in her belly, pulling down everything. A year ago she never would’ve believed this could happen, that she was here.  

“Quickly now, we don’t have all day,” Wu said, and she was ashamed.  

After all I’ve been through? I cringe in fear from this? No. And Wen forced herself to the dais platform, as boldly as she could manage.  

“I assume you’ve been briefed?” Wu asked.  

Wen nodded, and after a second’s thought replied verbally. “Yes, sir.”  

“Then we can dispense with—” 

Someone held up a hand, and Wu fell silent. Wen strained to see, as she had never known Wu to defer to anyone.  

And there she was, peering down at Wen with an unreadable expression. 

Chairwoman Cao was even more impressive in person, with a severe bun, aquiline nose, and fierce eyes, she looked more warlike than any magistrate had a right to. Her rise to power came in the aftermath of the death of Wen's mother, and as irrational as that was, a part of Wen resented her for it. That didn’t seem to matter so much in the Premier’s presence, though. 

Cao was skilled as any at spinning stalemates and setbacks into grand victories and as efficient as her background as a government accountant would indicate. She kept the fleet expanding at a steady rate and had more or less been able to stem the tide of Enemy advance and stabilize things. A formidable woman, Wen had to admit. 

Cao smiled at her, and if anything had the opposite effect to what Cao probably intended. 

“We’re sorry to be sending you out so soon, Captain. Your service to the Gongyue Systems Republic is appreciated, I can assure you, but needs must. The intelligence you brought back with Montjoie has forced our hand. Could we trouble you for another explanation, Professor?”  

The Mei man puffed up and tried to look tall. Wen wouldn’t dare laugh but the incongruity was funny. 

“It is my considered opinion that the Quay’Tahhhn armada gathered at Chengdu is only a fraction of their true strength.” 

What?! “Five hundred dreadnoughts! A fraction! How is that possible?” We’re doomed.  

Cao looked at Wen with what she could only call a “charitable” expression. “Peace, Captain. It’s not so bad as you imagine. Professor, if you would?”  

“Yes, well, as I was about to say,” Montjoie said importantly, “the primary political unit of the Quay’tahhhn is the Myayyim-hya-myurngnam, that is to say, the mother-of-son. These women are in practice warlords, laws unto themselves with fleets that answer to them alone. The Myayyim of Chengdu is one of the stronger ones, but she’s not the only one.” 

“And how many more?” Wen asked. She didn’t know why she asked. This was something she probably didn’t want to know.  

“Unknown,” Montjoie replied, “but the Myayyim of Harbin was her daughter, and those orbital bombardment ships that caused so many problems for us came from the mother’s fleet based at Chengdu, indeed many of our old outer colony worlds are in the grip of this single family.” 

“You mean,” Wen said, “The Enemy that we’ve been fighting for a generation, the Enemy that outnumbers us in every engagement, is only a fraction or their true strength?” Wen couldn’t believe it. She refused to believe it.  

“That’s exactly what he means,” Cao replied. “But don’t you see? The war of one Mayi isn’t the war of another. If we defeat the Mayi of Chengdu then we might have peace with the rest. The great gathering of her fleet and the fleets of her daughters is a move of desperation. They’re not expanding fast enough to accommodate everyone’s interests and the alliance is already fraying. Their disorganization of the last few years is proof of that. A win here would drive them from the outer colonies, worlds lost to us for a generation or more! From there, we might very well be able to negotiate a peace if what Montjoie tells us is true.” 

That sounded too good to be true to Wen, but she held her piece. Wasn’t Chairwoman Cao supposed to be shrewd?  

“That’s not all, though,” Cao continued. “Those gunboats designed for orbital bombardment are a worrying development. That can only mean they’re planning a serious offensive, perhaps a move on Zhongxing itself. That cannot be allowed to happen. That must not be allowed to happen. We’ve been decentralizing, true, but the loss of the capitol world would simply be too demoralizing. Our people would lose the will to resist.  

“Which brings us to you, Captain.” 

She smiled, and motioned for an orderly to come forward. “Or should I say Commodore Wen?”  

The orderly’s white-gloved hands presented an ornamental box and opened the lid. Sure enough, there were commodore’s epaulets for her dress uniform and collar insignia for her usual uniform. Wen let herself admire them for a moment before taking the box and saluting. 

“Thank you, Chairwoman.” 

“Don’t thank me yet, Commodore. It’s a terrible burden I’ve placed on your shoulders. Those epaulets are the least I could do. You will be in overall command of the frigate squadrons that will deliver Marshal Lü’s forces to the planet, after which you will close with and engage the bulk of the Enemy fleet under the most deadly conditions imaginable.” 

That sounded a bit off to Wen. “With all due respect, Madam, why bother with the planet before the fleet is dealt with?” she asked. 

“I’ll let Marshal Lü explain. Marshal, if you please?” Cao raised her voice to get his attention, but he took no notice, transfixed as he was by the great map. 

“Marshal? MARSHAL!” she yelled. “Somebody get him over here!” 

Cao sighed. “I swear, if he wasn’t so good at his job...but he is. You didn’t here that from me,” she said, and gave Wen a smile and a conspiratorial wink from her seat behind the dais. Wen was beginning to think those smiles didn’t reach her eyes, but she wasn’t close enough to really tell. 

Lü thundered into their presence. “Yes, yes, what is it?”  

“We’re going over the plan with the good Commodore here, and I was hoping you’d explain the situation on Chengdu’s surface,” Cao said lightly.  

“Fine, fine. Ever been to Chengdu?” he asked. “No? Well, I guess you’re too young. It’s a damned wet planet, no major continental landmasses, only archipelagos. We used it as an administrative center back in the day because it wasn’t good for much else, and the system had good mining,” he added as an afterthought.  

Wen wasn’t following.  “What’s the problem, then?” 

Lü just stared at her, his ugly leathery face scrunched up in an expression Wen could only guess was disapproval.  

“What are they teaching junior officers these days?” he asked to no one in particular. “The first thing any proper officer learns is the Enemy is twice as dangerous in the water, maybe three times. Their suits are optimized for it. They zip through the water and pop up behind you faster than you can blink. That’s not the worst of it either, not by a long shot. That rabble garrison you faced on Harbin? That was nothing. I’m not surprised you broke through so easily once you got Xuanwu reformed. They’ll have their best people on Chengdu, and lots of them. Digging them out will be hell, especially with such a damned short operation window.” 

“And why must they be dug out?” Wen asked. “The fleet overhead is the real threat. Why not leave them to rot?” 

“Because of the iceberg guns,” Lü said. “Their fleet is as good as invincible as long as they’re covered by the iceberg guns.  

“I see you’re still not comprehending, girl. Rama, show her!” he bellowed.  

One of his staff officers hastened to the map and tapped out a few commands on the control console. The galaxy map faded away and the screen displayed an image of what could only be a cannon floating in the water, pointing straight up. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Lü said, “‘not that big’ am I right? Wrong! Ninety percent of that gun is below the surface of the water. Our engineers estimate the yield to be seventy or eighty guangbai, hits nearly as hard as a dreadnought. The Enemy always did eat our lunch in fluid mechanics. I guess it’s something you’d expect from a water people.” 

“Semi-aquatic,” Montjoie interjected. “They’re land mammals, but spent most of their evolutionary history as fishing specialists.” 

“Whatever. The important thing is the Enemy fleet is in a geosynchronous orbit over a whole underwater garden of those bastards. They won’t budge until those guns are silenced.” 

“Could they hit our frigates?” Wen asked worriedly. There went her whole plan.   

“Honestly? We don’t know,” said Admiral Song, speaking up for the first time. “All we have are preliminary scouting reports. Without seeing them in action, the best we have is our scientists’ estimates based on what we’ve observed of their technological capabilities in the past. They are a threat, to be sure, but we won’t know how much of a threat until we face them. It would be better to take them out at the outset of the battle.”  

“Easier said than done,” Lü mumbled where only Wen could hear him. 

“If these iceberg guns are such a threat, why not wait until they come to us? The Enemy fleet will have no planetary cover and I’m confident my frigates could swarm and overwhelm them.” Mm. ‘My’ frigates. Wen liked the sound of that.  

“Too dangerous,” Cao said. “That fleet over Chengdu could double in size tomorrow. We have no way of knowing the extent of their forces. It’s better to engage them while their numbers are still manageable.” 

Wen wondered in what universe five hundred dreadnoughts could ever be reckoned as “manageable”.  

“So, if I’m following, we land the troops, and then join the battle above?”  

“That’s about the size of it. Admiral Jiang has already planned the attack. You’ll go over it with her and then I expect you to brief our new frigate captains yourself,” Cao said. 

That reminded Wen of something. “And my ship? The Void Dragon?”  

“Too damaged to take part, I’m afraid,” Song said. “You’re being temporarily assigned to a new ship, the Yellow Wind.”  


Chapter 15

Wen never imagined there could be so many. The captains and senior officers of just about the whole Gongyue fleet were assembled in a single lecture hall. The room had tiered seating facing a podium and a large screen displaying the Chengdu system with all its planets, moons, and other tactically relevant spacemarks. 

Admiral Jiang had made her plans clear enough to Wen; it was a simple strategy, but Wen had come to believe that such a thing was a strength, not a weakness. She had learned well on Harbin that nothing could be counted on, and any plan that hinged on a series of necessary preconditions would swiftly unravel at the first introduction of an unanticipated variable. That whole operation had been close to failure the entire time. They couldn’t afford the same here. 

Wen could only feel inspired by how Jiang, an admiral for a day, briefed the assembled space-power of the Gongyue Government as if she’d been born to do it.  

“As you can see, the key tactical feature of the Chengdu system is its previous status as a mining hub.” Jiang drew their attention to the astro-chart behind her and used the tool at her podium to zoom in. “There. The Chengdu system has many small satellites, planetoids, and asteroid belts sufficient to cover our approach to the planet.  

“Of particularly concern is this ferrous moon, infamous in colonial days for creating all kinds of electromagnetic interference.”  

Jiang zoomed in yet again. “It is, if you’ll pardon the expression, a veritable magnet for asteroid strikes and other space debris. Attempts to clear this debris over the years have proven to be expensive failures, for the Kuei’Tang Enemy no less than ourselves. Indeed, these failures have resulted in fine clouds of particulate matter, a nebula of mist near ideal to our purposes.” 

A wizened Vice Admiral stood up, “If it’s so ideal, couldn’t the Enemy anticipate our attacking through it?” he asked. A dull chorus of affirmative murmurs and nodding heads followed.  

Jiang took the question in stride. “True, they could, but there aren’t any better options. We can’t take a chance on our ships of the line being engaged before the frigates can return and support them. Our charts predict the ferrous moon will be at a safe distance from the planet, about five thousand guangbai, at the hour our operation is scheduled to begin. We’ll have time to form up in peace, and they won’t have time for anything but waiting for us to come to them. 

“Even so, I’d like to try and draw some of them away from the planet if I possibly can. Once we form up and close with the Kuei’Tang I want everyone to open fire at two hundred guangbai and hold. That’s a bit out of our effective range I realize, but if some of the Enemy take the bait it’ll be worth it. 

“We’ll be waiting for the frigates to return from Chengdu’s surface and for the marines to silence the iceberg guns. They’ll need time, so we’ll avoid entering engagement range as long as we can. Any Kuei’Tang dreadnought that can be lured away from the cover of the iceberg guns is a dreadnought our frigates can make short work of, as I’m sure you’ve all seen in the data from the Void Dragon’s shakedown cruise. I’ve seen these ships do amazing things firsthand. If the Enemy fleet wasn’t protected by planetary batteries I would’ve already launched this attack in full confidence of success. 

“I realize many of you are new to this kind of fighting, with perhaps only days in the simulator, a few weeks at best. Perhaps you’re new to command, and never imagined a captain’s billet would open up for you. If you’re nervous that’s normal. When the crunch comes just trust your training and don’t underestimate your ship. The Void Dragon class can be pushed harder than anything else in space and is immensely forgiving of mistakes. You must think evasively. The frigates cannot stand up to sustained bombardment. If you’re taking sustained bombardment you’re doing something wrong. But of course this isn’t my area of expertise. I’m a dreadnought line officer, like most of you are, or were. I’ll leave the rest of the briefing to Commodore Wen. Commodore, if you please?” 

Polite applause echoed through the hall, and though Wen was expecting this, she’d been dreading it more than she cared to admit. Jiang retired from the podium and left it to her. Here goes nothing.  

“Yes, thank you. I’m Captain, ah, Commodore Wen, late of the GSS Void Dragon, first of her class. The first thing you ought to know is these ships are fast. The original Void Dragon could make thirty guangbai at a stretch, and I’m told the mass production model can make thirty three going on thirty five. If they keep this up we won’t need greenshift drives at all!”  

Wen didn’t expect them to laugh, but they could’ve pretended. “Anyway, distance will get away from you if you’re used to a dreadnought’s pace. Everything moves faster aboard a Void Dragon class, and that means you have to think faster. You’ll close the distance and be firing in the time it takes a dreadnought to come about. I exaggerate, but it really does feel like that sometimes. You’re going to have to think fast, make decisions fast. Mistakes will be made.” 

There was a bit of laughter at that. Bastards. “Yes, I’m sure you’ve all thoroughly studied my record. It’s easy to get in trouble on one of these ships, but it’s also easy to get out of trouble. Admiral Jiang wasn’t exaggerating about how forgiving they are. You can extract yourself from errors that would get a dreadnought destroyed and do it in every battle. As long as you don’t give up and keep trying new things you’ll be just fine. I’ve made mistakes, but I’m still here!”  

Somebody in the crowd started applauding at that. The applause spread and Wen tried to get a look at who started it. She couldn’t be sure but it definitely looked like Lieutenant Commander Xinren was at the heart of it. She was almost as disappointed that he wouldn’t be with her on the Yellow Wind as she was relieved that Nima wouldn’t be there. Wen sent a look of silent gratitude in Xinren’s general direction.  

“You’ll make it through this too, so long as you stay loose and flexible. Don’t be too committed to any single line of attack. We don’t know how relevant the iceberg guns will be against ships of our class, so it’s best not to stay in any one place too long. If it all possible try to keep the Enemy fleet between you and the planet. Don’t make it easy for them, but take care you don’t hit the planet itself; the marines will thank you for it.”  

Marshal Lü let a sort of half-grunt that could be interpreted as agreement, or perhaps mockery. Wen pressed on, unruffled.  

“Almost none of us have fought in a battle of this scale, with dozens of ships on each side, let alone hundreds! Only the most senior of us witnessed the larger clashes in the early days of the Long War. It’s going to be a unique experience. Ironically, with the full might of the fleet behind you the actual fighting will be pretty solitary.  

“Five hundred dreadnoughts, and I’m told it might be closer to six by the time we sortie, is a hell of a lot, spread out in a geosynchronous orbit over a whole hemisphere of Chengdu. With the light-noise and electromagnetic interference you can expect communications to break down almost as soon as the shooting starts. The new Bruzio cores are supposed to retain their accuracy better than what I flew with but don’t shift recklessly; always know where you’re going. 

“On that note, since our ability to give new orders over the course of the battle will be spotty at best, it’s important to have a good grasp of your designated battle sectors, both to land your marine complement and to fight. The sectors are, in order: Rat, Ox, Tiger, and Rabbit. Stay in your zone if you can, but if things are going well by all means take targets of opportunity elsewhere. We don’t want to step on each other’s toes, and shifting too close to one another is a distinct possibility, so watch it.  

“Silencing the iceberg guns takes priority so we’ll be shifting in first, right under Chengdu’s flak grid, to land the marines. There’s not a hell of a lot of cover on Chengdu. In many cases you’ll just pop in right above the water and hover just long enough for your marines to disembark. The landing zones are almost completely militarized so don’t worry about civilians.” 

Wen had the distinct sense that every officer in the Navy was looking at her funny.  

“Yes, civilians. I’m sure you’ve all studied Montjoie’s briefing on the Enemy’s, I mean, Kuei’tang culture. Planet Chengdu is just about as ideal of a habitat as their species can have and it’s been heavily settled since they took it from us. The brass believes that we have a chance at peace.  

“We have people who know their language now, know how they think. In spite of everything, every planet taken, every fleet destroyed, if there’s a chance at ending this war we can spare a little restraint where their civilians are concerned. The landing zones were chosen for their proximity to military targets, so you won’t have to show too much restraint.” 

Wen caught a glimpse of Marshal Lü’s feral grin out of the corner of her eye. If anything, the smile made him look less friendly, not more.  

“It’s unknown whether they anticipate an attack or if these iceberg guns are a standard feature of their planetary defenses on core worlds. In either case, we can expect a swift response once we reach the surface. Your shields will be down—” 

Someone in the front row coughed loudly. Wen immediately assumed the worst. She knew her big mistake on the Harbin mission wasn’t in official reports, but what if it got out? To her relief, the rest of the assembly didn’t react, but Nima’s smug face was unmistakable. He was too correct to do more than that, even make a face, but his eyes were smiling. Wen hated that look, the same one he gave her when she graduated at near the bottom of her Academy class.  

Who’s the commodore and who’s the commander, Nima? Laugh all you want, but don’t forget to salute! 

“—As I was saying, your shields will be down, so it would be best if you get your marines away and get out of there as quickly as possible. We have very little in the way of ground intelligence save what can be had by cursory passes by scouts, so keep your wits about you and expect anything and everything.  

“Once the ground element is deployed we join the fight above. Stay in your sector and out of each other’s way, and above all keep fighting. If one attack doesn’t work try another. Trust your ship, push it through the paces, and let everyone do their jobs. Grab the Enemy by the bulkhead and don’t let go. We can win this people, if everyone does their duty. You’re dismissed to your ships to await the final signal. You all know your places, go now, and the hopes of the Ren and Mei go with you!”  

A great cheer rose from the crowd then, and Wen felt ten meters tall.  

The officers filed out of the assembly hall at once, and the press of the crowd was great. They were on their way to the great space elevator that would take them to orbit and the shuttles to their ships. Wen waited for the rush to die down a bit before she followed. Jiang put a hand on her shoulder.  

“Couldn’t have done it better myself, Wen. For a minute there I thought your mother had come back.” 

Wen beamed. “Thanks, Admiral. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to giving speeches, though.” 

“You never get used to it, I’m afraid. Look, why don’t you have a word with the other sector leaders? I’ve got to get the dreadnought line in order. See you on Chengdu.” 

“See you,” Wen said, and watched Admiral Jiang leave.  

“Rat leader!” someone called from behind. Wen turned around to see Nima giving a sardonic salute, with Xinren and a junior officer from astrogation that she remembered from the Void Dragon in tow, a Li or Liu she thought.  

That’s right, she was the leader for Rat Sector, but he didn’t have to say it like that.  

“Well, this is a nice reunion, isn’t it?” she said. “So, what ships are you on?” 

“Haven’t you heard?” Xinren asked.  

“We’re the sector leaders!” Liu said. She was pretty sure it was Liu. 

In that moment Liu looked incredibly young and innocent to Wen. Was that what she looked like before her first command?  

“Ox Leader,” said Nima. 

“Tiger Leader!” said Liu. 

“Rabbit Leader,” said Xinren. 

“And of course, you’re Rat Leader, Wen,” Nima said with a shit-eating grin on his face. “We’ve all got our own ships, too. They’re practically giving them away these days.”  

“Everyone on the Void Dragon’s been promoted!” Liu said. She was short for a Ren and very kind looking, didn’t seem military at all. Wen didn’t know her well beyond she was Nima’s direct subordinate at astrogation for the Void Dragon’s maiden voyage. She must be good if she was handpicked for that. Appearances can be deceiving, Wen thought.  

“When did you all find time to do command simulations? I’m sure they’re giving out ships but not to people without at least some training. The simulator at the Dark Facility was the only one with a frigate program while we were on the Void Dragon. Most of this new blood trained while we were stranded on Harbin. I’m pretty sure the training program wasn’t released until then.” 

“They grandfathered us in, basically,” Xinren said.  

“Nobody has seen more of these ships than us,” Liu added. “But they did give us each a couple of days of sim training after we got back with Montjoie. Don’t worry Cap-adore, we’re ready.” 

Hope so. “Each of you will be responsible for your own grid. Even if we’re ‘leaders’ it’s going to be chaos out there. Watch your backs and stay safe, even you, Nima,” Wen said.  

They went over particulars for a few minutes but Wen seriously needed to get away, just for a little while. She made for a bathroom to decompress while there was still a long line at the local space elevator. They probably weren’t used to these kind of crowds, she figured. On a typical day there just wasn’t a lot of traffic on and off Zhongxing. You had the people who lived there and you had people being summoned, which was never a huge number.  

Wen knelt over the sink and splashed her face, didn’t do any good of course, her military makeup was quite thoroughly waterproof. She looked into her own eyes in the mirror. Did I just make a speech before the whole fleet? Has everything that happened this year been real? She supposed it must be real. Even in her moment of triumph there were a few indignities. Nima just couldn’t help himself getting one last shot in. Fuck him, he’s wrong about me.  

She hated feeling like this but was thankful all the same. She’d always been at her best when challenged, when she’d been put on the spot and asked to prove something, especially to someone who had underestimated her. She could use this feeling as fuel. She’d have to. It was time to leave. 

The space elevator wasn’t as impressive as one might imagine. There was a series of cables going all the way up to a spaceport in orbit, but they were very thin and stabilized with massive light, barely visible, like spider webs that disappeared when you tilted your head slightly.  

Wen waited at the loading platform with the stragglers. When she got there they told her they’d been waiting for over an hour. In the end it’d taken three round trips to get everybody into orbit, everybody but them. They’d be number four. So unlucky.  

The round disk that would ferry them to the spaceport came down pretty fast and the operator checked everything twice before raising the security rails and letting them board. Poor man is probably under a lot of pressure, Wen thought. There wouldn’t be any tolerance for screw ups today. 

It was a pretty nice elevator, all things considered. The interior was divided into quarters with rows of comfortable-looking seats, almost like something you’d see on the command deck of a warship. The chairs probably were the same as on warships, now that she thought about it. She took a seat by the window and noticed her quarter was mostly empty, save for some junior officers that looked too intimidated to sit near her. Wen wanted to laugh at the absurdity of that but decided against it, wouldn’t want to ruin her image, such as it was.  

The window was an interesting neosteel number, quantum treated to be transparent to the naked eye. Wen was content to just stare out and let purple Zhongxing disappear, replaced with the upper atmosphere of hot pink refracted sunlight, and finally the black. I may never see this again, she said to herself, but immediately quashed that train of thought. No negativity now. I need to be sharp today, more than I’ve ever needed before.  

*** 

Admiral Jiang sat still in her command chair aboard the great dreadnought Liangshan. She was doing her level best to seem stoic but her whole command deck knew the truth. It was the little things, the way her eyes jerked from one line of data to another on her private screen instead of flowing smoothly, the pale coloration of her knuckles as she gripped the armrests. She was worried.  

Most of the frigate crews were hastily trained and even more hastily promoted, and most importantly had never worked together before. She knew from experience how badly a ship could suffer when the officers weren’t in sync. Breaking up the crew of the Void Dragon had been a difficult decision, but she knew it had to be done. Officers experienced in handling these ships had to be spread out, but it was a case of too little seasoning for too much stew.  

Wen had been pretty raw when they first sortied together, and she’d been a rare talent, psychologically suited to commanding a fast ship. It’d taken months to iron out the wrinkles just the same. The problem was they didn’t have months to train all these new crews. They’d all studied Wen, gone over what she did wrong, and put in a few days in the simulator, but would it be enough? Knowing how to pilot a ship in theory was a hell of a lot different from taking one out for real.  

There would be accidents; there would be mistakes. Admiral Jiang honestly didn’t expect half the frigates to survive the battle, and that’s if they won.  

“Admiral, Zhongxing ground control reports the last of the officers are at the spaceport. Shuttling them to their individual ships should be complete within the hour,” reported her first officer.  

“Good. Are all the sector leaders aboard their ships yet?” Jiang asked. 

“All save Commodore Wen. She’s taking the first available shuttle to the Yellow Wind as we speak.” 

So like her, to wait till the last minute. “Then relay these instructions: I want every frigate on maneuvers until the last possible minute. We’ve got four hours until the first wave and I want the crews to get used to working together as much as possible, given the circumstances. Have them spread out over the system and practice short shifts like they’ll use in combat. 

“Conventional stuff too,” she added as an afterthought. “Separate by sectors into wolfpacks of twenty to thirty and orbit celestial objects in formation, simulated attack runs on the dreadnought line as well. I want every sector leader organizing this.” 

“Affirmative, Admiral,” he replied evenly.  

It won’t be enough. “Four hours until the first wave, people! Let’s make it count!” 

*** 

Major Zhamisce was struggling to breathe. They were packed tight in one of the frigates, though he couldn’t be bothered to remember which. 

“Remind you of anything, Captain?” he asked Ogun.  

“Mines of Darinzai,” Ogun said at once. 

“Yep, mines of Darinzai,” he replied stupidly. That’d been a hell of a mission, digging the Enemy out of tunnels on a world of endless night, not an experience he particularly wanted to relive, but they were pretty much out of conversation topics.  

Their equipment had been calibrated for an aquatic configuration, with special boots that sort of worked like a combination between skis, flippers, and flotation devices and jump jets that could be switched to underwater propellant mode. It was the opposite of Harbin in every way but that didn’t really comfort him much. The sea had its own dangers, and the Enemy was at home there. 

“What the hell are they doing out there?” Sergeant Toryn asked. They were definitely moving, but it wasn’t time to go for a few hours yet.  

“You feel that? I think we just shifted,” said another trooper.  

“They didn’t move up the timetable did they?” another asked nervously. Zhamsice didn’t recognize him, probably a replacement for one of the casualties from Harbin.  

“No,” Zhamisce said. “Probably just getting in formation. Trust me, once we hit the gravity well, you’ll know. Stay frosty, marine.”  

“Yes, sir!” The kid tried to salute but they were too closely packed. Zhamisce would’ve liked to have a word with the idiot that decided it would be two companies per frigate. They barely had enough room for one on the Void Dragon.  

But the ship wasn’t just getting in formation. They kept moving and it kept agitating the already keyed-up marines. Zhamisce would’ve complained if he thought anybody would listen to him, but that wasn’t how things worked in the Gongyue Government. He’d heard Captain Wen had been promoted, and good for her, but his marines had done the real work, and here they were back again, with barely a “good work, marine,” for their trouble.  

Okay, maybe that was too far. They and the Xuanwu remnants had gotten Chairwoman’s Unit Citations, which wasn’t nothing, but it wasn’t nearly as good as what Wen and her lot got, that was for sure.  

The constant movement continued and a minute seemed like an hour.  

“What they hell are they doing?” Toryn asked.  

“Mugeshi,” Yimran said.  

Mugeshi. Chickenshit. Zhamisce had to agree. He switched on the stiff leg settings and went limp in his suit.  

“Wake me when we’re about to drop, Ogun.”  


Chapter 16

“The fleet is assembled and ready to jump, Admiral.” 

She’d spent the last half-hour wrangling everyone from their last minute maneuvers and was just about ready to get on with it. Jiang took a breath and prayed it would be enough. This didn’t feel like history, just another battle with more tedious prep work than usual beforehand. That was a good sign, she supposed.  

“Very well, the fleet is cleared to jump,” Jiang said, sweeping her hand forward as a final signal.  

Long inured to the odd feeling of the greenshift, Jiang kept her eyes on the object tracker in the corner of her private screen, the fleet commander’s best friend. The energy blinded all and consumed all for a breath and a half. Such a jump as they were making was known to leave clouds of frayed space-time for months or even years, so they had to burn well away from any inhabited space before initiating.  

They shifted back into tangibility over the dark side of a moon, and strung out to all hell. Jiang was already beginning to regret her plan, the electromagnetic interference coming off the ferrous moon was already distorting her object tracker and for a single irrational moment she feared half her fleet lost to the ether.  

“Hail the frigates closest to us and use them as runners,” Jiang ordered. “The dreadnought line is to assemble at the far side of the nebula and prepare to approach the Enemy fleet from the underside of the planet. We’ll burn through those dust clouds and enter Chengdu’s orbit to swing around and hit them from the opposite side. Remember, once we’re there the range is two hundred guangbai and holding until further orders.” 

“And the frigates themselves?” her first officer asked, quite calm and businesslike.  

It was times like this that Jiang missed having Nima around. Little as he got along with Wen he’d served under her for years and knew her mind well. Nima would already be halfway through carrying out her orders even as she issued them. Losing him to the Void Dragon and now the frigate wing had really played havoc with her bridge’s efficiency.  

New people everywhere.  

“They’re to form up by sectors and await the command to shift to the planet’s surface.”  

Jiang considered deploying them immediately but didn’t want to give them Enemy too much advance warning of their intentions. It was going to be a hell of a balancing act to time her fleet’s movements so they’d hit them above and below at roughly the same time.  

And she was savoring the last scraps of control she had. Once the shooting started coordination would go to hell and she’d have a front row seat to either victory or slow-moving disaster without much she could do to tip the scales either way.  

“Shields up on the dreadnought line,” she added. They’d be plowing through clouds of particulate matter and even asteroids pretty soon, and it wouldn’t do to meet the Enemy as anything other than their best selves.  

Jiang clicked through a few modes on her object tractor to try and clear up the display. If you focused too long on any one set of data things got stale with junk objects and light-noise, warping your picture of reality. Their sensors provided fairly accurate snapshots of the battle space at any given moment but refreshing constantly was a necessary habit.  

The frigates were already forming into their sectors. Rat. Ox. Tiger. Rabbit. Hundreds of frigates with ten kilometer gaps on every side. They’d have to cover a whole continent’s worth of archipelago and open ocean; they’d have to defeat the Enemy on land and sea, especially sea. They had no way of knowing what kind of numbers the Enemy had lurking below the surface. A few island cities had been spotted but Montjoie had insisted there would be more, somewhere.  

“The frigates are cleared the jump when ready. Prepare to enter the nebula.” 

Good luck, Marshal.  

*** 

Major Zhamisce jolted awake, instantly alert and ready to shoot something. “What the FUCK is it?” 

Captain Ogun’s black face just stared back, serenely. “Sixty seconds, Major.” 

Shit. Zhamisce’s tried to shake out his body but found his suit fought him, and it wasn’t a battle flesh and blood could win. He disabled stiff mode with a blink and summoned a quick shock of neurokinetic energy to warm up his body in a hurry. The suit had a direct conduit to his nervous system via a surgical implant in his spinal column, normally used to aid control, but the connection worked both ways. He just stood there and let the tech do the work. In two blinks he was loose and alert. 

By his will alone his visor came down and sealed, bringing up the combat grid on his heads up display. 

Targets, I need targets.  

They had one job, the iceberg guns. The damned things had to be silenced at all costs. Already a route was forming in his mind’s eye based on the intelligence report, but he wasn’t married to it. They’d have to sweep the whole grid to be sure. He wasn’t looking forward to diving below the surface to place charges, but that’s what the engineers said had to be done to put them out of commission for good.  

Sudden turbulence rattled them like coins in a jar. 

“Pop the hatch; we’re here!” he yelled.  

He heard the sound of the sea, muffled a bit by his helmet and the hull of the frigate, and something else.  

“We’re taking fire, what happened to the element of surprise?”  

“It would appear we’ve lost it, Major,” Ogun said dryly.  

“Fuck,” Sergeant Toryn said. “I was looking forward to a little free reign before they figured out what we were after.” 

Me too, Sergeant, me too.  

“No change in plans! Move out!”  

He fired a blind burst through the sally port just in case and hit the water at a run. The problem became apparent as soon as he cleared the ship and emerged into the open air. A nearby island that intelligence thought unmanned had a goddamn Enemy listening post!  

“We need to take them out now!”  

Jump jets at the waist propelled him forward and his boots allowed him to ski along the surface, cutting a rough white line into the calm blue of Chengdu’s ocean.  

It looked like some kind of tropical paradise and Zhamisce found himself wondering how people, even rich Ren, had ever been able to afford to live here.  

The natural beauty little availed the Kuei’Tang women when Zhamisce leveled his flechette gun and mowed them down. They were the first to fall.  

“Demo charges on the listening post and be quick about it. We’ve got a date with an iceberg gun five kilometers north by northeast! Let’s hope they didn’t have time to warn anyone.”  

*** 

“Are the marines all unloaded yet?” Wen asked. 

“Almost, Commodore,” replied Lieutenant Guan, a harried-looking Ren man of the awkward variety, and along for the ride as Wen’s first officer aboard the Yellow Wind.  

“Tell them to get a move on; we’re sitting ducks out here!”  

Damn if these kids aren’t green, Wen thought. They hadn’t even bothered to promote most of them, since Lieutenant Guan was doing the job that Nima used to do, a commander in line for a captain’s billet in the old fleet.  

Wen was thankful that Admiral Jiang had the foresight to order some warm up maneuvers, otherwise she was sure they’d have crashed into the water by now. The whole of the command deck was slow to respond to her commands and prone to errors. Wen had to walk them through everything methodically and they were still getting things wrong, but they had been much worse a few hours ago, so that was something. 

“Marines away and all bulkhead hatches sealed,” reported her gunnery officer, a lieutenant junior grade.  

Finally. “Plot a course for five hundred guangbai above the center of Rat Sector and prepare to raise shields. Time for your baptism by fire, people!”  

Wen had half a mind to do it herself but knew she wouldn’t have time to manually plug in coordinates when the shooting started, better to wait for Guan to figure it out.  

He hunched over the astrogation station, long spindly fingers stumbling over the orange relief of his three dimensional massive light control panel. Wen knew most of the work was being done by the Bruzio core’s prismatic computer, but it, like all computers, couldn’t give you what you wanted unless you asked the right question.  

She wanted to tell him to hurry the hell up but knew from her few hours experience that rushing him would only make matters worse. This is the best the Academy has to offer? The war must really have us scraping the bottom of the barrel. 

“Got it, ready to shift, Commodore, Ma’am.” 

Thank the stars. “Make it so, Lieutenant.”  

A field of green energy covered the ship in an eerie glow and plucked them from the very fabric of reality, only to drop them in open space a few seconds later. 

“Shields up, gun rails charged, and send out a sensor pulse,” Wen commanded. “Let’s see what’s out there for us.” 

Wen’s object tracker started to fill in and she was pleased to see the Enemy fleet had yet to offer any apparent reaction to their movements, even with Jiang’s dreadnought line hanging just out of range and taking potshots, plenty of nice fat targets too.  

Got one. “I’ve chosen a target. Astrogation, bring us down on their heads, manually.” 

They moved to obey. “Not you, Guan.” 

Wen thought he actually looked a little hurt. None of that, now.  

“I’ve got a special job for you. Let your staff handle manual piloting; I want you computing coordinates for defensive shifts to get us out of the line of fire. Once we start shooting they’re going to turn their guns on us and I don’t intend to make it easy for them.”  

He smiled at her. “Yes Ma’am!”  

Got to give you the time you need. Working around her subordinate’s limitations was a skill Wen was only just now beginning learn.  

Wen double-checked everything while they closed with the Enemy. Shields online, main gun acceleration rails online, all systems go.  

Cruising at thirty five guangbai, it was no time at all before they were nearly in range.  

“Get me a firing solution,” she ordered.  

“Already locked in, Commodore,” said the gunnery officer. 

Not bad, at least somebody’s on the ball today.  

“Then fire.” 

The shell bore right down into the Enemy dreadnought’s superstructure, a truly wicked shot that would decapitate the ship even if the round hit nothing else vital, which it did. The ship’s electronic grid was severed from the reactor and the shields lost cohesion, collapsing from front to back and squeezing the ship into scrap like an old tube of toothpaste on its last legs.  

“Good hit, take us to the next one, astrogation.” Only four hundred and ninety nine to go.  

By now most of the frigates were finished unloading ground forces and were popping in everywhere.  

“Keep it manual, no shifting unless we have to. Let’s take advantage of the chaos.” 

And chaos it was. Half the frigates were shifting without the Bruzio core’s light-noise control feature, which would disperse the starburst of energy that followed every successful greenshift jump. As it was, every frigate that joined the party blinded everything and everyone around them for a few seconds.  

“We’ve lost track of our next target, Commodore,” Guan reported.  

Wen sighed. “Just wait, Guan. Those dreadnoughts aren’t going anywhere fast. Be thankful that they’re just as blind as us, and use it to your advantage.”  

Rat Sector was now full of frigates zipping around and striking Enemy dreadnought’s from all angles like piranha in a feeding frenzy. If they could actually get their bearings long enough to shoot at something accurately it would be over in minutes, Wen thought ruefully.  

“Give me something, Guan. There’s hundreds of the bastards out there.” 

“I’m trying! I’m trying!” 

Wen was furiously refreshing her object tracker. This could’ve been prevented, the morons! If everybody shifted quietly like us we’d have them!  

There. “I’ve got one,” Wen said. “Gunnery?” 

“Locked and loaded.” 

“Light em’ up!”  

Wen hovered like a hawk over her screen, waiting for confirmation that never came.  

“Negative, no hit,” said her gunnery officer.  

I suppose I spoke to soon about them being on the ball. “Try again, gunnery.” 

It took another three shots for them to find their range. There was still a trickle of frigates popping in every now and again giving off all kinds of interference and throwing their targeting awry.  

On the fourth try the Yellow Wind struck home with a lethal reactor shot at point blank range. Green and violet xinium plasma flamed out and even stressed the shields a bit.  

“Next time don’t let us get so close, Guan,” Wen said through gritted teeth. That reminded her of an uncomfortably similar mistake she’d made some time ago. 

“Sorry, Commodore, won’t happen again.” 

This is impossible. At this rate we’ll never get them all.  

It was like trying to find a handful of rice scattered in a swimming pool with the wave machine turned on. The light-noise was making the sensors near useless and the problem was getting worse, not better, the longer the battle dragged on.  

We’re getting nowhere blind like this. “Send out the fallback signal and prepare to withdraw,” Wen said.  

Even if direct communications were beyond them, Bruzio and Song’s engineers had devised a clever workaround. They’d designed a series of unique particle configurations to be used as signal flags of a kind. If Wen couldn’t issue the command to fall back on conventional channels (and have it be received in an intelligible state by the fleet) she could release a cloud of “fallback particles” that would convey the same message.  

“Fallback signal is dispersed, preparing to shift to the rally point,” Guan reported.  

“Jump as soon as you can, Lieutenant. We’re going to straighten this out as fast as possible then get back in the fight.” 

The rally point was preprogrammed since before the start of the battle so it didn’t take too long to plug in the coordinates and let the core do its job. The Yellow Wind materialized in a barren corner of space at the edge of the system to await the rest of Rat Sector.  

“Take a break, people. It could be a few minutes before everyone has a chance to disengage.” 

Wen loosened her uniform collar and pinched the bridge of her nose. This wasn’t how she envisioned the big battle going at all. It was always supposed to be her ship and her crew tearing the Enemy fleet apart in their soft underbelly, not like this, on a ship that still smelled new crewed by a bunch of amateurs she met the same day. Wen sighed. We can’t always get what we want.  

“About half the sector squadron is at the rally point, Commodore,” her gunnery officer said.  

That’s enough. “Patch me though, gunnery. Rat Leader to squadron: be advised, many of you are shifting too noisily. It’s interfering with the other ships’ ability to orient themselves. The Bruzio core has a quiet mode that can disperse the excess energy and light-noise over a wide enough grid as to be undetectable. You are to make sure this mode is engaged and return to your sector. One ship is instructed to remain at the rally point and relay this order to stragglers. Rat Leader out.”  

“Which ship is to remain, Commodore?” Guan asked. 

“Let them work it out for themselves, we’ve wasted too much time as it is. Shift us back, Lieutenant,” Wen ordered sharply.  

They returned abruptly, sensors clear and spoiled for targets. 

“That’s more like it. Prepare for an attack run on the Enemy battle line. It looks like they’re giving our dreads hell and we need to take the pressure off.” 

It was true. The Enemy was arrayed for battle and had closed with Jiang’s line. Without the frigates the Admiral wouldn’t last long.  

“Gunnery, fire at will.” 

They surged under the Enemy, tearing into them with accurate volleys targeted amidships for maximum effect, and scored several kills before they provoked a reaction.  

“They’re turning,” Guan said nervously.  

“You have a defensive shift preprogrammed?” Wen asked. She was reasonably concerned that he forgot.  

“I—yes, Commodore!”  

“Wait till the last moment. Wait. Wait. Now!” 

They executed a quick jump to the other side of the line and used the same game plan as before. 

“Keep firing, we’re bleeding them,” Wen said.  

By then rat squadron was back in force and attacking from every angle. It was pretty useless for the Enemy to chase them when they’d only be bearing their neck to another. Wen’s ships were making short, quick work of their sector and she was already thinking about reinforcing Ox.  

Now this was what she came here for. The Kuei’tang had no answer to their swarm! 

Just as they were about to take another Enemy dreadnought in the flank something clipped them.  

“Damage report! What the hell was that?” Wen asked.  

“Glancing blow, Commodore,” Guan replied. “But I don’t see how. The Enemy dreadnought line is focused away from us. We’re getting some strange readings as well, looks like...yes, distress particles.”  

Distress particles? “Astrogation, take evasive action while we figure out what’s going on.” 

“Aye aye, Ma’am.”  

Wen racked her brain for what the problem could be. They were winning. And where did that shot come from?  

“Gunnery, send out a directional scan. Have more Enemy dreadnoughts joined the battle?”  

Her gunnery officer looked puzzled for a moment before replying. “Negative. It looks like the same amount of Enemy dreadnoughts as before. They still have hundreds...but it looks like our frigate count has dropped by about five percent in the last minute. Could they have fallen back again?” 

The Yellow Wind narrowly evaded another incoming shot and Wen immediately knew what was wrong.  

“The iceberg guns are firing!” 

*** 

“Enemy formation holding steady at two hundred guangbai.”  

“They shooting back?” Admiral Jiang asked.  

“Yes Ma’am, but at this range it’s pretty ineffective. Looks like they don’t want to leave the relative safety of orbit.” 

Yes, definitely looks like that, Jiang thought. “Maintain our position and keep taking pot shots until the situation changes. The frigates doing any appreciable damage?”  

“Hard to tell at this range, Admiral, but we’re getting less light-noise than we were. They’re definitely attacking.” 

“Good, good. I’m afraid we don’t have much choice other than to sit here and let them do the work. I’m not risking our own dreadnoughts against their planetary guns, not until the Marshal and his marines have had a good long while to reduce them.” 

It was absurd. The pride of their fleet, the Gongyue dreadnought line, was acting as bait while the small ships did all the fighting. Admiral Jiang had seen plenty of strange things in her day, but none topped this.  

“Admiral, I’m getting something. It looks like the frigates are pulling back.” 

Strange. “Perhaps they’re regrouping again, as they did a few minutes ago.” 

“Unknown. I could send one of ours to check in at the rally point.” 

“I don’t believe that will be necessary, Commander. Anything else?”  

“Yes, actually. It looks like the iceberg guns are finally firing. We can’t tell whether they can hit the frigates, but they’re definitely trying.”  

Worrying. “Steady on, Commander.” 

*** 

“Wave!” 

This was a nightmare!  

Every time one of the damned guns fired they set off a tidal wave in every direction. The Enemy soldiers used the waves as cover to get close. Those waves were disorienting enough, but just as soon as you managed to figure out which was was up you had the Enemy up, down, and all around!  

Major Zhamisce was beginning to realize that they had perhaps configured the suits incorrectly. The thing was they could fight well above the water or below, but the transition wasn’t anywhere near as smooth as what the Enemy suits were capable of. Skimming the surface was fine, but that last wave had caught him by surprise and sent him tumbling down ten meters or more and the Enemy forces were swimming towards them in great underwater formations. He managed to scatter them with a flechette volley and right himself above the water but it’d been a close run thing. 

It was better to go up and over the waves. They weren’t quite so swift on the surface and easier to see coming, even from underwater.  

“Engineers!” 

The press was thick here, with the Enemy coming at them not in squads, but in schools. They’d managed to take out a few guns but paid dearly for it.  

“There aren’t any engineers! We lost them on the last gun when the charges were hit and went off prematurely!” yelled a marine in passing, no time to tell which.  

Zhamisce didn’t recognize a lot of the new faces anyway. They were counter invested, taking fire from the gun’s crew (whom they’d surrounded) and the Enemy on the outside, and marines were firing in every direction and struggling just to hold their ground, or water, in this case.  

Just great. “We still have charges?”  

Ogun offered up a detonator in his off hand. Ah, old faithful Captain Ogun.  

“Looks like we’ve got no choice. Cover me, I’m going down!”  

Zhamisce clipped the charge to his belt. It was only a little thing, but you didn’t need a lot of depleted xinium to make a big boom. He switched on his underwater jump jets and dived.  

Chengdu really was beautiful. The water wasn’t too deep here, and with the enhanced viewing mode on his visor he could even see the bottom. There were forests of seaweed and coral in every color, no fish though. It seemed the ordinary inhabitants of this area knew to stay out of sight.  

The iceberg gun had thin massive light chains anchoring it to the ocean floor and a targeting mechanism that looked like a giant non-euclidean gyroscope made out of green water that somehow stayed separate from the ocean around it. He couldn’t even begin to understand how that worked, but it wasn’t his job to understand it; it was his job to destroy it.  

Ogun had dropped a few sonic charges that were supposed to disorient the Enemy before he dived, and it seemed they were working. He made it to the base of the gun without taking a flechette in the back, at any rate.  

Come on, come on.  

It’d been a long time since demolitions training and Zhamisce was used to having people who could do this for him.  

After fumbling a bit he managed to make the damned thing stick to where it was supposed to, arm it, and kick off into the open water. In sixty seconds they’d add one more gun to their tally. 

That was when the Enemy decided to strike. 

Petty bastards every time, I swear. It’s like they only ever attack me when I’m already making my getaway!  

Zhamisce was pushing his jump jets to the limit and zipping around randomly like a fighter pilot with a death wish, all while blind firing in every direction to keep them at bay. 

It wasn’t working. They’d lost too many people on their first few dives and Zhamisce was alone against hundreds, maybe thousands. He was only alive because they were more concerned with hitting each other than finishing him off.  

Already they were boxing him in, driving him deeper in the water and further away from his friends on the surface. There were so many above him they were blocking out the light of the sun.  

Things weren’t looking good for Weilan Zhamisce, that was for sure. The noose was tightening and pretty soon he wouldn’t have any more room to dodge, and that’s when the killing blow would come.  

In a final, desperate act, Major Zhamisce remembered something from his training.  

When the Enemy wants something from you, give it to him when he least expects it!  

He dived.  

In their haste to corral him the Enemy had never considered that he might flee downward. 

Swimming and shooting wasn’t easy but he could’ve sworn he perforated a few of them who paused in the water to watch him when he dived. They were slippery as hell otherwise, and nearly impossible to hit underwater without a whole fireteam going full auto.  

Fast too. Zhamisce swore he could feel their rage as they followed him down. It was no time at all before he was surrounded again.  

Oh, they’re shooting at me. His suit had sensors that could sense disturbances in the water. Once the warning went off he didn’t have time to do anything but flail like a mad dog and try to take a few—  

PURRRRRRKKKKKRRRRRRLLLLLL 

A physical wave of heat bowled them over, Kuei’tang and Zhamisce alike, as the depleted xinium charge flash-boiled the water around the iceberg gun.  

Zhamisce recovered first. Perhaps it was something about how the Enemy suits had a better connection with the aquatic environment, or perhaps something to do with Kuei’tang physiology, but that heat wave thoroughly discombobulated them and he still had his wits about him, mostly.  

He rushed for the surface leaving a white streak of propellant in his wake. With no need to take evasive action it was a simple straight shot and Zhamisce burst into the open air, sun, and freedom! 

Just as quick as he could Zhamisce recalibrated his suit for surface mode, which amounted to a change in the propellant on his jump jets and summoning the ski blades folded into his boots. 

His unit had likely moved on just as soon as the charges went off and it would be a race to catch up. They’d only taken out a quarter of the guns intelligence said were present in their assigned grid and were well behind schedule, dangerously behind if those things were at all accurate.  

This whole op has been one cock up after another. We’ve got to get this thing back on track somehow.  

He didn’t end up having to chase his marines for long. Zhamisce ran right into them, going in the opposite direction.  

“Major, you’re alive!” Sergeant Toryn said.  

“Barely. What’s going on here? The next gun on our grid is the other way.”  

“Change of plans, sir. Marshal Lü sent a runner. He wants everyone in this sector at his command post,” Ogun said evenly.  

Strange, but if Lü has a plan… 

“Okay, let’s go and see what the Marshal says.” 

Zhamisce knew him only by reputation. Lü was in a league with General Cotto when it came to Marine Corps living legends, liberator of Shanxi and ultimate victor of the second siege of the same, the only man who ever made the enemy quit and make it stick. He must have some trick, lord knows we need it.  

The Marshal’s CP was a fortified island in the corner of Rat Sector. Pretty much everything on the grid had been cleared of Enemy activity so the trip was actually kind of nice and scenic, if a battlefield could be described as such.  

Zhamisce found himself surprised at how much gear they’d managed to bring down to the planet in such a short time. As they approached they heard the tell-tale sound of a sonic boom. An interceptor was departing and flying low, had to be nearly in the water to avoid the Enemy’s flak grid.  

Officers were gathered around in a war council and a battalion or more of grunts was milling about. 

What the hell is he doing? No wonder we’re behind schedule if he has half the sector standing around here with their thumbs up their asses.  

“We’ve got another one,” said an officer. “CO’s over here for the meeting!” he called out and waved Zhamisce over.  

“Hey, isn’t that the one that was on the Void Dragon?” said another.  

The officers more or less hustled him to the front of the crowd with plenty back slapping and random greetings until he was face with the man himself, and damned if Lü wasn’t as ugly as people said.  

“Mm. You’re the one that was with Wen on Harbin? Tzimisce?” Lü rumbled. 

“Zhamisce, sir.” 

“Okay, okay. How’re your marines doing?” 

“Behind schedule, sir.”  

Lü tsked. “I’m afraid we all are. We can't clear them out, not with the troops that made it planetside, and not on any kind of reasonable timetable. Securing this planet would be the work of weeks, and we don’t have weeks! We’ve got no way of silencing all, or even a significant portion of the iceberg guns before they destroy our fleet, and they can by the way, even the frigates.”  

Oh no. “Then we've lost?” Zhamisce asked in a small voice.  

“No, not yet. Look up.” 

The battle was raging overhead, visible in the clear blue daylight. Little specs that he knew were kilometer long warships were bringing the thunder down on one another, and speaking of thunder… 

Distant cracks and roars were audible everywhere, but he knew there was no way for the sounds of a space battle to make it down to the planet. 

“You hear that?” Lü asked. “The fire from the iceberg guns is really picking up, and we’ve only destroyed a small percentage of them, certainly less than ten percent. That’s not good enough! Blinding them with the shroud hasn’t worked either.” 

The shroud was their jamming system, weaponized light-noise and junk data used to make long range targeting impossible. If that wasn’t working… 

“How?” Zhamisce wondered. 

“My chief of engineers says they’re actually using some kind of visual system. Look up again, those frigates are visible with the naked eye if you strain enough. That weird gyroscope thing they have assists the gun’s crew in tracking and range finding, real miracle tech. I want it.” 

What? “Sir?”  

“We’re abandoning rat sector. Look here.” 

Lü hit a digital map floating behind him with his fist. The orange massive light projection flickered a bit before settling on a single zone. 

“There, grid N-7. It lies on the border between Ox and Tiger. Your friend Wen has done pretty well with Rat, and Enemy casualties have been fairly high, so no point sticking around here. If we want to do damage we’ll have the most chance there. Grid N-7 is right under the bulk of the Enemy fleet.” 

“What’s the plan, sir? Zhamisce asked. 

“Isn’t it obvious, kid? We turn the guns on them!” He smiled. “I’ve got a signal company here that has a few guys who speak the Enemy language, or at least they have datapads with everything Montjoie figured out. They’ll take control of the Iceberg guns at N-7.” 

It was absolutely insane. He expected people who studied a language for a few days to puzzle out experimental Enemy tech and use it against them? But what choice did they have? 

“And what will we do?”  

“Escort them. A single concentrated spearhead should be able to pierce their outer defenses and open a hole we can exploit with our reserves, such as they are. Everyone will attack a single focal point. That’s the message the interceptors are carrying, by the way.” 

“We're giving up everywhere else?” 

“If we can't win everywhere I'll settle for winning somewhere.” 

“And once we break through?” 

“I expect they'll counterattack once they realize what we’re doing, so dig in and hold on for dear life. It’s imperative that you capture those guns intact and give our signal company time to figure things out. It’s our one shot.” 

“And you, sir?” 

“Heh. Diversion. Don’t worry about me. I think I’ll let you lead the vanguard, Major. You get results, or so I hear.”  

*** 

“They’re moving!” 

The Enemy dreadnought line was swinging like a hinge, Tiger was coming right for them with ships from the far off Rabbit sector burning right for their vulnerable right flank.  

It’s as I feared, Jiang thought. They received their first distress particles a few minutes ago, which could only mean one thing, the iceberg guns could hit the frigates. Somehow, someway, the Enemy had built a gun that could hit a small ship in open space while it floated in the water. 

They couldn’t make heads or tails of casualty figures at this range, and it’d been a slow, stuttering thing, but the frigates had been forced to pull back. With no pressure from the swarm the Enemy dreadnought line was now free to close and engage them.  

Her first officer gave her a look and she silenced him with a glare. No, we will not retreat!  

“Hold position and keep firing!” Jiang ordered. The frigates were just regrouping, had to be. If she lost faith now everything would be for nothing.  

The battle wasn’t lost, not even close. Jiang hadn’t failed to notice the Kuei’tang ships from Rat and Ox had retired to the rear, safe behind the iceberg guns. Wen and Nima’s sectors, they must’ve given them hell. More Enemy dreadnoughts have fallen today than in the rest of the war combined. We keep fighting! 

Under ideal conditions the newest model dreadnought could make ten guangbai, but the flanking force from Rabbit wasn’t moving half so fast. They’d taken casualties too and were cautious not to present their vulnerable flanks to Jiang’s fleet. Even the pinning force from Tiger wasn’t really able to overwhelm them with firepower as they would’ve at the start of the battle. We can hold for a few minutes, yet.  

“The iceberg guns have ceased firing, Admiral,” her first officer said. “Do you suppose—” 

That the marines have finally cleared them out? One can hope. “Unknown. Release particles for ‘attention right flank’ please, Commander.” 

Jiang could kiss engineer who thought of signal particles, such a useful tool, but only for big battles like this. If the frigates were still out there they’d be able to pick it up and parry the Enemy’s rightward thrust. They were well clear of the planet’s orbit and quite vulnerable. If Wen pounced now... 

They waited, waited for Wen or Nima or someone to pick up the signal and deal with the death that was headed right for them. Surely a few minutes over the planet hadn’t wiped them out. They were coming back.  

“We’re taking casualties, Admiral!” said her gunnery officer. 

“What? How? I’m watching the force from Rabbit closely and they aren’t nearly in range.” 

She answered her own question before they had a chance. “Maximum reverse,” she said over their replies.  

The pinning force from Tiger had closed to seventy five guangbai, point blank range as dreadnoughts went, and even a single Kuei’tang sector still outnumbered their whole dreadnought line. Their shields were strong, but would fail after sustained frontal bombardment from a superior force. Such firepower...no matter. 

“Let’s see how far they’re willing to chase us.” 

It wasn’t fast. Dreadnoughts didn’t go anywhere fast, but they tiptoed backward at a steady enough rate, and it made Rabbit Sector’s pursuit angle a bit less acute, giving them just a little bit more time. 

Wen, where are you? They could run for a while but not forever.  

“Concentrate fire,” Jiang ordered. 

Her flagship the Liangshan released another starburst of special particles, and the fire of her dreadnought line, previously spread out to keep the Enemy honest and focused directly to the front, instead concentrated on every fourth Enemy ship, whichever was closest.  

The first volley didn’t do much, but the second scored a few kills. It’s about time the old fleet got on the scoreboard, Jiang thought.  

It didn’t deter the Enemy one whit, though. They just kept coming.  

“Again!” she commanded.  

The projectiles they fired were as large as train cars, and not exactly fast to load, but they hit like comets. The Kuei’tang already looked a little deterred from pursuing them too closely, or perhaps that was just wishful thinking on her part.  

Their next shot struck an Enemy shield cone at a mildly acute angle, and it immolated like over-sized firecracker. Jiang had never been in a battle that lasted this long and was learning all sorts of new things. Before this she’d thought dreadnought shields were all but impervious from the front, but here they were failing left and right, hers and theirs. The Gongyue fleet was getting the worst of it now, and if something didn’t change soon... 

“Right wing is taking fire!” said a junior officer from astrogation, the one in charge of keeping track of the rest of the line. Rabbit Sector had finally caught up with them and was pressing them on their flank.  

Damnit! We’ve been at this too long!  

“Hold,” she said coldly.  

“Admiral, they have us—” 

“I said hold!”  

She wasn’t about to give up! The right would just have to make do.  

“Admiral, they’re dropping like flies out there!”  

Don’t you think I know that, simpleton?  

With Rabbit on the right and Tiger to the front their whole line was about to roll up like a carpet, but they had no choice but to keep fighting. There would be no coming back from a defeat here, better to die in open space like free people than see their planets scourged and settled by aliens. If that happened she had no intention of living to see it.  

Better to go down with my ship, as better admirals did in ancient times.  

“Admiral? Admiral! Shall I send out bugout bursts to cover our withdrawal?” her first officer asked. 

Jiang didn’t bother to reply. It’d been a good life. She didn’t have many regrets except of the small personal variety, lost loves, old friends fallen out of touch, that sort of thing. Here she was, leading the last sortie of the Great Gongyue Fleet. Not too shabby.  

The command deck was going to pieces around her but she didn’t blame them. They were young, and thought they had long lives ahead of them. It was like being underwater. The sounds seemed muffled and far away. She wondered what death would be like. 

Hm, all those years and only at the end does my philosophical side show. What a— 

Someone was shaking her! 

“What!?” she shouted viciously.  

“Admiral, the frigates are here! We’re saved!” 

*** 

“Fire at will!”  

“Commodore, engineering says we’re barely holding together as it is!” 

“Fire at will, damn you!” Wen repeated.  

They’d almost bought it when the fire from the planet really picked up, almost. Lieutenant Guan had been slow to shift them out of there and Wen was at just about the limit of her patience.  

Damage control teams had worked furiously to get the Yellow Wind in fighting shape, and Wen gave them as much time as she dared, which wasn’t much. They weren’t the only ones from Rat Sector to need patching up, either. More or less the whole sector group was in a sorry state, and the poor bastards from Tiger and Rabbit were worse.  

They ran, ran away from the battle and back to the rally point, where Wen found Nima and what remained of Xinren and Liu’s groups. Nobody had much idea what to do. The iceberg guns were more accurate than they had any right to be and just about everyone had taken at least one solid hit. It was fortunate for them that the guns didn’t have much punch compared to space grade weapons. Wen wanted to rush back into the fight, but sometimes will is not enough. Returning to that melee was certain death and they wouldn’t even be able to do much damage as they were. 

There was nothing to do but sit back and lick their wounds; half her ships would probably fall apart after just one more shift. So they waited, waited until they got Jiang’s message, “attention right flank”.  

Those signal particles traveled at the speed of light, but the rally point was at the very edge of the system. If they were receiving them now it meant Admiral Jiang needed help fifteen minutes ago!  

Wen had no choice but to risk another jump. They materialized right in the midst of the Kuei’tang’s pincer movement and from that moment on Wen was engaged in the most desperate grapple of her career.  

“I need more juice! Twenty guangbai is not good enough! Get us in range!” Wen shouted. 

“Commodore, it’s an awful risk,” came the reply from engineering. “The bulkheads are structurally unstable and our massive light generator doesn’t have enough capacity to reinforce them, run the engine, and keep shields up.” 

“Then lower shields.”  

“Commodore—”  

“Just do it! Flank speed! Now!” 

They made twenty five guangbai after some uneven acceleration and swung around to cut in on an Enemy dreadnought. 

“Gunnery, you know what to do.” 

The port acceleration rail had taken a hit earlier and their muzzle velocity was anemic, so it took multiple hits dead square to crack the Enemy’s shield, even at the thinnest section. Wen wasn’t really worried about return fire, either. She had a hell of a crowd to hide in. Her frigates were attacking dreadnoughts in clusters and there was fire going in every direction. They were doing damage but it was like attacking a boulder with a chisel. There were so many.  

Still, it was good to be in open space. Without the planet to worry about Wen was free to strike anywhere she pleased. The battle was spread out over thousands of guangbai and they spent more time burning from target to target than actually fighting. Coordination had gone to hell and it was every ship for itself where the fight was hottest. They lost their target multiple times in the chaos and Wen was forced to command by dead reckoning at points. 

It took a while for them to realize what was happening but eventually Jiang’s dreadnoughts were able to form a secondary line to engage the Enemy flankers directly and the fire they were laying down was serving as a fine distraction. Wen’s frigates had really evened the odds and almost imperceptibly the tide began to turn. 

“Keep it up people! Just a little longer and we’ll have them!” 

They weren’t the only ship to suffer gunnery issues but a fine workaround emerged as if by instinct. The little ships began to run together in wolfpacks, concentrating their fire together. Without so much as sending out a signal the Yellow Wind found itself being followed by its own personal retinue, and before long they had cut a fair swath in the Enemy line. What was once a unified body became a series of isolated pockets as they were cut off from one another and defeated in detail. Before long they ran out of targets in easy traveling distance.  

“I can’t believe this, Commodore. We’ve won!” Lieutenant Guan said.  

Wen didn’t dare believe it, not yet.  

“Directional scan,” she ordered. “Get me a report on Enemy movements.” 

“Aye aye, Ma’am. Let’s see...the Enemy right flank is all but destroyed, stragglers are being mopped up as we speak.” 

A general cheer erupted, but Wen wasn’t convinced this was over. Something was off. 

“And?” 

Guan’s face fell and the tone of his voice dimmed a bit. “The Enemy to the front is intact, but withdrawing. Ah, we’ve got a signal. It says ‘rally to flag’.” 

So Jiang made it this far. “Let’s see what she has to say. Take us back, Mr. Guan,” Wen said.  

She slumped in her chair and didn’t particularly care who saw. Wen was was beyond stressed out, having been laser focused for the last couple of hours, and really had no idea how she made it through everything to get to this point.  

“These wrecks sure are an astrogational hazard,” Guan said in a joking voice, but nobody laughed.  

How many? Wen wondered. How many of the wrecks were theirs? Debris was spread out over a battlespace spanning half a solar system. Would they be expected to keep fighting? Could they? 

That was when the engine cut out.  

“Engineering, report,” Wen said after it became clear they were only drifting.  

“Reactor’s fine, but we’ve got some weak connectors. I’d recommend powering down the main gun as a precaution, vital systems only. Replacement should only take a few minutes,” came the reply over the intercom. 

Just great.  

“Gunnery, see if you can’t raise Admiral Jiang.” 

“Aye aye, Ma’am.” He fiddled with a dial and tried twice. “I’m afraid it’s no good, Ma’am. It looks like the Liangshan is out of range. Most of the dreadnought line is a few minutes away. Ox Leader is hailing us, though.” 

Nima? Even better. 

Wen sighed. “Put him on.” 

“Need a ride?” Nima asked. She could hear his smirk, but didn’t particularly care to enter a new pissing contest just then.  

“Please,” she replied. 

Nima’s ship lowered shields and sent out a magnetic toe line that stuck itself to the Yellow Wind’s bow. His ship wasn’t in the best state either and the two ships just limped along together. 

“So, you survived,” Nima said after a while. 

“You too,” Wen replied. “But it’s not over. The Enemy’s still out there.” 

“Hundreds of them,” Nima agreed.  

There wasn’t much else to say after that. 

Eventually they reached instant communication range with Admiral Jiang and Wen’s gunnery officer patched her in.  

“Ah, Rat Leader, Ox Leader, you made it. Can’t say I’m surprised, you’re hard to kill, both of you.” 

“Thanks, Admiral,” they replied together.  

“I’m not going to lie to you, things don’t look good. According to our last count we’ve got forty five dreadnoughts and fifty four frigates remaining. If you’re wondering, that’s about fifty percent and eighty percent casualties, respectively.” 

Eighty percent!? Of every five frigates that sortied today four were gone. She could hardly believe it. Wen felt their casualties had been high but it hurt to hear just how high.  

“And how many still fit to fight?” Wen asked. 

“Judging by the fact you’re being towed?” Jiang said sardonically. “Half, perhaps two thirds if we take an hour off for repairs.” 

“And the Enemy, Ma’am?” Nima asked. He sounded so military and respectful, Wen could hardly believe it. 

Jiang took a while to answer. “Three hundred dreadnoughts, give or take. Under ordinary circumstances I’d take those odds, but we’re banged up and they’ve still got the iceberg guns covering them. Those things are murder against our frigates, as I’m sure you both found out for yourselves.” 

“So it all comes down to the marines?” Wen asked. 

“Ironic, isn’t it? The Void Dragon wasn’t quite the panacea we envisioned it was. Unfortunately, Marshal Lü has informed me the original plan is impossible.” 

“So that’s it?” Wen asked emotionlessly.  

“Not quite. He has an alternative, but it will take time. If he succeeds we’ll know immediately. Until then, sit tight and effect whatever repairs you can.” 

“And if he fails?” Nima asked. 

“We call it a day and withdraw for a rematch in open space when they sortie. I don’t like it any more than you, but we have a foundation from which the fleet can be rebuilt. I thought we were completely lost earlier, but things have changed. We’re now in a position to fight another day and I will not throw that away carelessly. Today we’ll have a tactical draw or total victory, nothing else.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” they replied together. 

I hope Marshal Lü knows what he’s doing, Wen thought.  

*** 

This was madness!  

The Enemy was smarter than Zhamisce would ever give them credit for, out loud anyway. Their concentrated attack was pretty much immediately recognized for what it was and the Enemy responded with defense in depth. There was no way to go but through them, and every breakthrough sapped their strength.  

The marines were massed like seagulls over a school of fish, swooping and striking with deadly force, but none could penetrate the inner Kuei'tang defenses. Those who went low were met five troopers against one, and those who let themselves drift too high found burning skies thick with plasma flak, an impenetrable wall of radioactive violet hell from tightly packed anti-air batteries. 

They were close to their objective and somehow the Enemy knew, fighting all the harder.  

Could use that diversion any time now, Marshal.  

Zhamisce lead the van and tried to pierce the final line of defense three times, and three times he was forced to withdraw. Even with a line spread out over fifty kilometers there were no gaps to exploit, no breakthroughs made. The reports were coming in hot and fast: no progress, stiff resistance, mounting casualties.  

More dire than mere facts, Zhamisce heard the tension in the voices of his junior officers and noncoms. They were losing confidence, and if they were, the troopers were. His host, stretched taut, could snap if he let this go on much longer. But he had one final card to play, little as he liked it. 

“Bring it in, bring it in. I need runners to gather all the reserves you can. Go now!” Zhamisce shouted and signaled with his off hand. 

Marine Corps opaque visors had a funny way of giving away the emotions of the trooper under them, and Zhamisce didn’t like what he saw. There was doubt, lots of it. They probably only had one more good push in them.  

“Listen up: we’ve gone low and gone high, and nothing’s worked. There’s only one thing left to do.” 

“What’s that, sir?” one asked.   

“Under them. They know we don’t like fighting below the surface of the water. It’s going to suck but they won’t be ready for it. One breakthrough, marines! Just one breakthrough and the reserves will follow us. I will have those guns, or if I fall you will. Now, let’s rock!”  

Zhamisce remembered well how he escaped the last time so made sure their charges were set for an incendiary configuration. They loaded them into the grenade launchers on their flechette guns and fired downward. 

The sea itself steamed and roiled all around them, and then they dived.  

Chengdu’s oceans felt very different to Zhamisce with a battalion at his back. They fanned out into fire teams and took a three dimensional drill bit formation. To their surprise there wasn’t much resistance as they surged forward. It seemed they had a lucky break and caught the Kuei’tang with their strength concentrated above the surface. The fortified islands that dotted grid N-7 that had repulsed them multiple times were entirely bypassed.  

Those few who stood in their way were still recovering from the heat wave and were quickly turned into wispy red blotches of mist from massed flechette fire. Before long the guns were in sight.  

Kill the crews; watch your fire, Zhamisce signed.  

The iceberg guns’ targeting mechanism, which they were calling a hydroscope, was exposed in the open water, spinning enigmatically and somehow divining firing solutions well beyond the planet’s atmosphere. They had to get very close to avoid damaging it.  

The crews weren’t making it easy. They sheltered in armored compartments off to the side of the guns and laid fire down at their approach.  

Zhamisce signed but one word: blades.  

Orange bayonets of massive light that shimmered oddly in the water extended from their flechette guns and their jump jets ramped up to maximum. 

They swam evasively and swarmed the crew compartments, using their blades to cut their way in.  

Massacring them was the work of only a moment. With no room to swim away the marines were able to corner them easily. Zhamisce felt oddly detached as he bisected a cowering Kuei’tang gunner, nice and surgical. Clouds of red fluid sullied the water as they carefully hauled the bodies away.  

Never thought I’d actually use bayonet training in real life. I guess the traditions exist for a reason.  

Every gun fell silent, one after another. Once everything was nice and secure Zhamisce assigned a detail to watch things and pointed up.  

He half expected the Enemy to be diving down in force once they realized something had happened to the guns but it it didn’t work out that way. When they reached the surface he realized why.  

Reserves that had followed in their wake were pressuring the Kuei’tang positions strongly. 

Looks like we’re not the only ones who’ve been pushed to the limit. I guess even they have to run out of people sometime.  

He sped across the water and lead his troopers in a sweep of the islands.  

The first one had a plasma flak battery setting the sky above on fire.  

“Watch it, we may need that—” 

The whole damned island lit up like New Years. A starburst of purple flame that they felt a hundred meters away stopped them where they stood.  

“I said watch your fire, damnit! We may need those guns to hold this position!” 

“It’s not us, sir,” said a corporal. “Look!” He waved a hand around. 

Sure enough, explosions were so numerous that he had to dim his visor’s brightness settings to avoid being blinded. This could mean only one thing: the Kuei’tang were destroying their own equipment to deny it to his marines.  

Petty bastards! 

*** 

“Well?” he asked shortly. “Any progress at all?”  

“We’re working as hard as we can,” the signalman said. “The controls aren’t clearly labeled and we’re working underwater with alien technology. We think we can fire them now but hitting anything is still a way off.” 

Just great.  

“Go,” he said. “And don’t bother me again unless you have something to report.” 

The islands were still burning. They might still be burning for weeks. Major Zhamisce was beginning to forget what solid ground felt like. With no flak to speak of from either side fighters were constantly dueling overhead and every once in a while one would crash into the water and send a wave that knocked him, specifically him, off balance.  

After they’d secured grid N-7 reinforcement columns came in from every direction. There were multiple divisions concentrated here, quite possibly the sum total of their presence on the planet, everybody but Marshal Lü and whomever he had with him on his diversion, whatever that was.  

They were acting under orders from one General Tang, one of the few Ren marines on the planet, which was strange. This wasn’t infiltrator work after all, a shock trooper op all the way.  

Ironically, Zhamisce was one of the higher ranking people around. The Marine Corps didn’t have a lot of field grade officers as a general rule. They had plenty of lieutenants and a few generals, but not a lot in between. Attrition was high since men in his position were expected to lead from the front, and they preferred to operate in company strength or below in most cases. Big ops like this were really rare.  

He looked up. Looks like the shooting’s stopped.  

The two fleets were still visible in certain viewing modes on his visor, but they weren’t doing anything, just lingering. Zhamisce really had no idea what they were doing. Perhaps they were waiting for the other side to make the first move? It didn’t really matter. They just had to hold until the translators figured things out. 

Easier said than done.  

The Enemy was erring on the side of large all-out attacks as opposed to constant annoying attacks, and they were in a lull in the fighting. There was nothing to do but check the perimeter again, both on and above the water, then check on the guns, again, an endless cycle of petty errands to keep people alert and ready for when the attack did come.  

Zhamisce would’ve given anything for some solid ground to stand on. Theoretically, they could “stand” in the water with their jump jets stabilizing them, but it took concentration and it was much easier to just constantly move around on their skis. The water was constantly moving; they were constantly moving. Zhamisce knew he would be sick if he wasn’t on nausea suppression and eight other kinds of pre-battle meds.  

His next stop was with a group of signalmen who were working on an elevated platform of massive light. They had precious little heavy equipment like the generator they were using to protect their instruments and he savored standing on a nice flat even surface for a little while.  

“Got anything?” he asked.  

One of them was worrying at a console and waved him over. “They’re jamming us, likely to hide their numbers. We’ve been in an EM war for hours,” she said.  

“Like the shroud?”  

“Something like that, but not as advanced. Still, we’re pretty blind beyond a few dozen kilometers outside the perimeter. The entire planetary garrison could be out there by now, and we’d never know.” 

Well, that’s ominous. “If they’re less advanced then how can they jam us?” 

“Easier to break something than fix it, basic stuff. If I were you I’d be getting ready. They can hide everything from us but their effect on the water. Just look here.” 

She indicated a screen that showed a series of waves that Zhamisce didn’t recognize. “What is it?” 

“That’s a physical oceanography console. There are so many Kuei’tang in the water it’s affecting Chengdu’s natural currents. I’ve already told General Tang.” 

“Any specific direction?” 

“Every direction. This one will be a lot bigger than they’re last attack.” 

He sighed. “Thanks, I guess. Carry on.” 

He left for the northern flank. Unlike Harbin where the Enemy favored the polar region the biggest settled belt here was along the equator. Grid N-7 was in Chengdu’s southern hemisphere so it was only military to expect the strongest thrust from the equatorial region. 

Marines were furiously digging in, little as they could. They used handheld massive light generators to create small barriers for a little cover, but they were weak and not designed for use in the water. Under sustained fire they’d shatter pretty quick.  

Holding ground was a fool’s game in any case. He’d seen it hundreds of times. If you stayed still eventually superior firepower would overwhelm you, but they didn’t have a heck of a lot of room to maneuver. The captured guns were literally chained to the ocean floor. There was nowhere else to defend.  

The marines were thick here, likely a division or more. He’d never seen so many in one place, not even on parade. Zhamisce crouched behind a barrier suspended in the water and peered over. Then he saw it. 

The Enemy army wasn’t visible but the water they were kicking up was, white spouts that went across the entire horizon. Figures they’d attack just as I got here.  

“They’re coming! Open fire!”  

Thousands of Mei marines, tightly packed, went full auto and sprayed into the distance cumulative kilometers of mono-molecular wire cut up into tiny, vicious little flechettes. The underwater defensive line did the same and Zhamisce could see the ocean underneath him become a weave of indistinct streaks.  

They poured it on for over a minute, the range of their guns far exceeding the visual range of their visors, even in most magnified mode. Then Zhamisce heard something like rain drops. He looked up only to realize there were clear skies. The transparent shield in front of him showed hundreds of little ripples a second. Returning fire! 

It was getting to be too much. Pretty soon the shield would fail and he’d be forced to change levels, above or below, and he really didn’t want to go below.  

The shield shifted from orange to yellow to a rapidly darkening blue, a sure sign of lessening structural integrity. Once it turned violet the barrier would collapse into indistinct energy.  

Decision made for him, Zhamisce took a deep breath and leapt into the air. Their jump jets allowed them to hover and even fly on lower gravity worlds, and Chengdu was originally a Ren colony. Holding altitude was no problem.  

From above he could easily see the Enemy now, and was astounded. If you told Zhamisce there were a million Kuei’tang down there he would’ve believed you. They moved like a natural disaster, surging forward in a living wave. 

I thought we bled them more than this. Where do they find these people? 

Zhamisce moved laterally and tried to vary his altitude as well, evasiveness being his only protection at the moment, other than numbers.  

Thousands of marines were in the air with him so he at least it wouldn’t be easy to target him individually, but that had drawbacks as well. Officers were shouting and signaling orders, but it was hard to hear or recognize what they were saying. 

The Enemy wave didn’t look like it was abating, not at all. There was no subtlety, just pure blunt force. They showed no concern at all for casualties as they died by the score but kept advancing at the same pace. 

Channels! 

Zhamisce signed desperately, Channels! Channels! 

There was no stopping them. They needed to leave gaps for them to flow through or be crushed.  

Only the marines right around him seemed to recognize what he wanted and left a gap in the line. His head swiveled around, hoping the other sections were doing the same, but only a few were.  

Then the lines crashed together. It was like sticking your head in a beehive. The Enemy was just everywhere, buzzing and stinging. He was knocked upside down and his jump jets nearly plunged him into the water. Bayonets flashed in his peripheral vision and he activated his own by instinct, swinging his gun around and firing blindly. He completely lost track of where he was, killing anything he could get close to like a wild animal.   

Then, as if the battle was a rainstorm that could just suddenly stop, the Enemy was gone, having broken through to their rear. 

Unnumbered dead floated in the water, Mei and Kuei’tang alike, but he didn’t have time to think about that.  

Rally to me, he signed, and the survivors followed to hit the Enemy from behind as they reached the second line.  

He dropped down to the water and started skimming the surface again. Zhamisce had never liked 3-D fighting, too easy to get turned around. If this was to be his last battle he’d go out his way. 

Still, it wasn’t easy going. He tripped over a dead body several times and the water was thicker the further he traveled. Have we spilled so much blood today? There weren’t many living people left there, that was for sure.  

Zhamisce started to worry the Enemy had brushed the second line aside and broken through all the way to the guns when a trooper to his left signed contact.  

The Kuei’tang line wasn’t a line any more. Whether from the channels they left or the thousands they’d mowed down, the Enemy had broken down into several disorganized blobs and hadn’t managed to reform.  

Amateurs, he thought, disgusted. If they knew what they were doing we’d have completely collapsed by now.  

It was true, the second line, rather than being pressed everywhere and steamrolled like the first, was able to concentrate their fire and enfilade the Enemy clusters. The wings were already wrapping around to seal the kill box.  

“Let’s not let them have all the fun!” he shouted, but nobody heard him. The shroud was up so electronic communication was out, and it was too loud for verbal. Zhamisce signed a hasty plan to separate into small groups and hit the Enemy from the rear.  

Come on! Come on! He snarled. The Enemy was packed so tightly he couldn’t miss if he tried. The dead didn’t even fall, being held up by the press of their comrades.  

He grit his teeth and held down the trigger, hearing nothing but the indistinct buzz of thousands of flechette guns going chikchikchik. The Enemy was cut to pieces before they even had time to realize they were surrounded and panic.  

“You want some? Come get some! URRRRAAAAAAAA!” 

He poured it on, walking his weapon from one cluster to another, frantically scanning for more targets— 

A hand tapped him on his shoulder and Zhamisce almost shot the person attached to it. The only thing that stopped him was the height of the man surprising him and short circuiting his brain. What the hell is a Ren doing here? 

“At ease, Marine,” said General Tang. It had to be General Tang.  

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” he stuttered out. How long was I firing? It seemed like no time at all.  

General Tang knelt down and lifted his visor. He looked absurdly youthful for a general. Zhamisce even felt a little jealous. Years of hard living and hard fighting had left him looking older than his actual age. How had a general managed to stay looking like that? Must be a Ren thing.  

“Major Zhamisce, I presume, and I suppose this is all that remains of our northern flank?” he asked, indicating the men milling about who had followed him from the first line.  

“All that was with me, sir. More could be strung out along the line.” 

Tang snapped out a hand signal, search, and a squad of Ren infiltrators took up like racehorses.  

“They’ll gather whatever stragglers they can and bring them back. I’m afraid the outer line is now indefensible. We’ve beaten their planetary militia, but the regulars will be coming right behind them, I expect.” 

No way. “You’re telling me they nearly overran us with milita?”  

Tang tsked. “Not the Marine Corps’ proudest moment, I grant you, but we’re not licked yet. They’ve been test firing the captured iceberg guns and may soon be ready to turn them on the Enemy fleet. We just need to hold a little longer.” 

Zhamisce sighed. “How?” he asked blankly.  

Tang turned away from him and didn’t speak for a moment.  

“We don’t have the numbers to man the outer perimeter, not even close, but we need the strategic depth. If we maintained only one line the Enemy would’ve broken through it. What to do...what to do...” 

The general looked like a figure skater, pondering and plotting as he glid across the water with absurd grace.  

“Ah, I have it! We don’t have the numbers, but the Enemy doesn’t know that. Major, you seem to have a talent for coming through in impossible situations, or we wouldn’t be speaking. I’m placing you in command of our northern flank. We shall abandon the second line of defense. When the Enemy attacks you shall make a fighting retreat and draw them out after you. I still have a few companies of fast movers with me as a reserve. Once the Enemy is extended enough I shall lead the flanking action myself. 

“Do you believe you can hold?” Tang asked keenly.  

“For a while, sir,” Zhamisce said bravely but stupidly.  

“Good man.” Tang slapped him on the back. “Remember, fighting retreat. Bend, but don’t break. I must arrange something similar on the other fronts, and time is of the essence. Get going, and good hunting, Marine!” 

Zhamisce saluted and sped off, hundreds of marines following him.  

*** 

The Enemy gave them a suspiciously long time to prepare. It was twilight now and he was beginning to suspect they had a nasty surprise of their own planned. In any case, his troopers dug in as best they could and awaited the deluge.  

“Remember, once they get close we’re on the hot foot,” Zhamisce said to a second lieutenant. “Don’t try to stand your ground. It didn’t work last time.” 

“I remember,” the junior officer said bitterly. 

Poor kid. This might be his first battle.  

He carried on his inspection down the line. Marines stopped what they were doing and just stared as he passed.  

They know we’re the last.  

“All right, Captain?” he asked another officer, just to fill the silence. They didn’t have many officers left. 

“Better than you,” the man said.  

“Ogun? Is that you?” Zhamisce could hardly believe it. “I thought I lost you in that big scrap earlier!” He couldn’t keep the happiness out of his voice. They clasped each other at the wrist.  

“Hard to kill, Major. Nearly bought it on Harbin, you know.” 

“I remember. You told me that kid stayed behind instead.” 

“Yep.”  

Ogun never was much for words. They just stood there and waited. Zhamisce couldn’t think of any place he’d rather be. The moment was spoiled by a small wave that nearly knocked him down. 

“What the hell was that?” 

His eyes scanned the horizon, looking for something, anything that might indicate the Enemy was behind this. After some fruitless searching Ogun pointed behind them with his thumb. 

“Well, son of a bitch! That’s what we’ve been waiting for!”  

The iceberg guns were firing, and he could clearly see little dots of light where they were hitting the Enemy fleet far above. 

“Look there, marines! They’ve done it! They’ve done it!” Zhamisce yelled.  

A mighty cheer arose from the ranks, and like a dawn breaking, their grim spirit became hopeful once again.  

Zhamisce could positively feel the Enemy massing on the horizon, but the prospect didn’t seem half so daunting now.  

He signed a message to be passed up and down the line: suppressing fire, fall back by fire team.  

The hope was that their hasty retreat would create a salient that General Tank could pinch off and form a kill box, a larger version of what happened to the Enemy’s last attack.  

The marines moonwalked backwards in small groups, pausing every now and again to lend some focused covering fire to their comrades. They were spread pretty loose but things began to tighten up as they pulled back.  

It was a few hundred meters before Zhamisce realized something was wrong. “They’re just standing there. Why aren’t they attacking?” 

Then the gentle waves that had been nipping at their heels suddenly became a great geyser that upended everyone around him.  

The pressure became intense as he frantically tried to right himself against the waters that had become a whirling maelstrom. He was tossed about so violently his suit automatically locked itself in stiff mode to prevent injuries. It was all he could do to ride it out and try to catch glimpses of what was going on around him.  

His visor started tracking his depth and he knew he was in trouble. Somehow the undertow had taken him nearly to the ocean floor.  

What the hell is going on here?  

After tumbling for some time the currents abated enough for him to get a good look around. Visibility was terrible but he could tell his marines were scattered to hell.  

So much for General Tang’s plan.  

The ocean wasn’t too deep either so he could see the surface from where he was. That was when he saw it.  

A great projectile struck the water from above and plunged all the way down to the bottom. Concussive force permeated through the sea with such violence that he lost himself again and everything around him became cloudy and opaque.  

They’re firing at us from space, just like Harbin.  

Fighting on the surface would be impossible now. His only chance was to swim to calmer waters and try to rally what marines his could. As good as the Enemy was underwater even they couldn’t hope to fight in that chaos. No, their plan was to break up his troopers’ formation before their attack. They needed to reform and be ready.  

He swam south, closer to the iceberg guns, which were still firing somehow. Perhaps Kuei’tang gunnery wasn’t as good as advertised if they hadn’t managed to silence them yet.  

A small school of marines that he picked up along the way gathered around him and they braced for the final attack. No more than company strength now, sore and exhausted, they would hold.  

More marines trickled in from north, south, east, and west. He tried to get intel out of them but didn’t have much luck. The water was a soup of silt and detritus that they could hardly navigate and if the Enemy was coming they’d have very little warning.  

The water was calm, though, and the fire from orbit had tapered off. If the Enemy was planning a final attack they had the perfect conditions for it. Every instinct in his body said it was coming.  

Where are they?  

Over the next half hour his force grew to division strength, or near enough. The marines had recovered their wits now, and managed to gather at a single strong point. They’d be able to make one hell of a bloody last stand when the Enemy showed up, if the Enemy showed up.   

Fuck this.  

Zhamisce decided to check out the surface and signaled for cover. It was supposed to be nighttime now but it was still quite bright.  

That shouldn’t be.  

He swam upward, wondering what had happened. The ocean had an eerie glow that he didn’t understand. They’d been briefed on the planet’s weather and nothing like this had been in the reports. When he reached the surface he understood even less. 

The heavens were lit up with unnatural green fire, as bright as any sun. 


Epilogue

Chairwoman Cao was as pleased as could be.  

Just now, she was taking a working lunch in her office. Cao’s desk was strewn with half-eaten dishes she was picking at with her off-hand in a well-practiced motion, her focus somewhere else entirely. The skills of her personal chef notwithstanding, this report was just too interesting.  

They’d won on Chengdu, but it’d been a close run thing until the end, and not without cost.  

Casualties within perfectly acceptable tolerances, though, she thought happily. We’ll have a battle-hardened core of veterans with which to rebuild our fleet, and this year’s Academy class is the largest yet.  

All doubters would have to be silent now. The Void Dragon class was an unmitigated success, and so cheap to produce. The dreadnought line would be harder to replace, a shame they couldn’t capture the Kuei’tang fleet intact.  

Her face scrunched up in a nasty look. Did they have to scuttle all three hundred dreadnoughts before they surrendered? It seemed like such an awful waste to her. There was so much about this species that she didn’t understand.  

They couldn’t make much use of the planet, either. For one thing, debris from the battle was raining down constantly, and would continue to do so until they managed to organize a clean-up detail for all that space-junk. Cao knew from experience how long that could take. Repairs for the New Tianjin shipyard hadn’t even begun, and that attack happened months ago!  

The chopsticks in her left hand snapped and the piece of pork she was holding fell to the floor.  

Damn it!  

She took a deep breath. That was unbecoming. Letting her anger get the better of her wasn’t how she became Chairwoman of the People’s Central Committee, after all.  

Still, it was just so frustrating. The budget never held any mystery for her. She’d always been good with numbers and figuring out the optimal allocation of resources was her best talent. Every initiative that had kept them in the war: the decentralization of production, the Fabian strategy, the dark research budget, these were all her doing. Why couldn’t things get done faster? It was one of the mysteries of the universe. 

Oh, well. She dismissed the after action report on her screen and summoned her personal schedule. 

“Let’s see, let’s see,” she muttered. “Ah, Wu wants a word, Montjoie too. That’s an hour from now, but I’d like to get this out of the way.” 

She sent Wu a message over the Great Hall’s intranet. “You free now?”  

“Yes,” came the reply.  

“I’m ready for our meeting when you are.”  

Mr. Wu was a smart man who understood the value of time, and didn’t keep her waiting long. He’d been most useful in keeping track of their special projects, and was a valuable subordinate to have on the Central Committee. If he thought she needed to hear something then it was sure to be important.  

“Come in Wu, I was just having lunch. Would you like something?” she asked as she buzzed him in. 

“Thank you, no, Chairwoman, I’ve already eaten,” he said, sitting down in front of her. “You’ve read the report?” 

“Yes, what about it?” 

“Then you know about our problem.”  

“Which one? You mean the debris field?” 

Wu stroked his chin whiskers. “That is a problem, but in time we can make it go away. I’m afraid we’re stuck with billions of Kuei’tang civilians left on Chengdu. What’s to be done with them?” 

“The terms of surrender stated their civilians residing on liberated worlds would be left unmolested until a final peace treaty with their species was signed, which presumably would have articles dictating their repatriation. I suppose we can allow Montjoie and his like to study them in the meantime. It seems simple enough to me.  

“How did Marshal Lü get them to surrender, anyway? The report said the fire from the captured iceberg guns was ultimately ineffective against dreadnought-sized targets.” 

“He captured the king,” Wu replied.  

“I’m not sure I follow,” Cao said.  

Wu smiled. “There was an ancient game on the old home world, the object of which was to capture the king. I’ve played it with the Marshal before. He’s quite good at it. The concentration at grid N-7 was an elaborate diversion. Once the Enemy fully committed there Lü used his elite guard to capture two males: one adult and the father of most of the people on the planet, and one juvenile. He held them hostage until the Kuei’tang surrendered. This was kept out of the official report because we don’t want any record of this strategy. We might be able to use it again if the Enemy is unprepared.” 

Cao was thunderstruck. “Billions submitted to us to save the lives of two males? What kind of backwards society is this?”  

“Chairwoman, you’re forgetting they aren’t like us, where both genders are capable of fulfilling most social functions. Kuei’tang males are almost impossibly rare. A planet of billions only had two! If they lost them then they’d die out in a generation.” 

Cao hadn’t considered that. “And we’re holding these two males securely?” she asked pointedly. 

“The highest. Only the most politically reliable even know about this. Speaking of which, we need to discuss the Mei.” 

“What about them?”  

“This will be the first year our Naval Academy’s graduating class will include Mei. We’ve let them serve as officers in the Marines Corps and as enlisted technicians aboard our ships, but this is going to change things. The drive to replace our losses quickly will see Mei placed in higher positions than they’ve ever held, with rapid advancement. This is almost certain to escalate their social demands.” 

Cao waved her hand dismissively. “I’m not worried about that. Once the fleet is rebuilt I intend to start reclaiming lost worlds. They want land, and there will be plenty to go around soon enough.” 

Wu narrowed his eyes. “I’m afraid I don’t share your optimism.” 

“Mei issues are simple, Wu. They want off the Tiandao, those floating city deathtraps we use to mine xinium, and I don’t blame them. We let the rich ones buy property on inner colony worlds, and hardly ever have any trouble with them. Mei extremism will fade once they have real planets to call their own.” 

“I hope you’re right, Chairwoman, really. There is also the matter of the new class of ship from the naval design bureau—” 

“The cruisers? I love them. A cheaper alternative to dreadnoughts! They’re a big part of my plans,” Cao said brightly.  

“So I have the go ahead to begin production?” 

“You do. Anything else, Wu? I have Montjoie after this.” 

“Just one thing, and this is for your ears alone.” Wu made sure the door was shut and the room sealed.  

“You’re rarely this cryptic, Wu. What is it?”  

“The Kuei’tang weren’t the only aliens we found on Chengdu,” Wu said in a low voice. 

“What do you mean? Some undiscovered species? Were they trading with the Kuei’tang?” 

“I’m afraid not.” He paused and took a breath. “It was the Borozi.” 

Cao really didn’t know what to say to that. “The...Borozi? The bug people? The ones the size of small dogs that don’t say much other than ‘go away.’ Those Borozi?” 

“The very ones,” Wu said darkly. “We believe they were acting as military advisers. There’s more to this war than we know.”  


Terminology of the Gongyue Systems Republic

Aolin City: largest city and capital of Zhongxing (formerly Mars) and the whole Gongyue Systems Republic, built on the great mountain Olympus Mons and spanning hundreds of kilometers 

Borozi: spacefaring insectoid civilization, known to dwell in jungles and maintain isolationist attitudes 

Dreadnought: kilometer long warships built around the core a single huge rail gun 

Enemy: the unnamed civilization that has made war on the Gongyue Government for a generation 

First Offensive: the first Gongyue attempt to relieve the planet Chengdu in the early stages of war, ended in disaster 

Flechette Gun: an electronic pulse rife that uses a mono-molecular spool of wire as ammunition by cutting it into tiny flechettes with a mechanism in the receiver 

Gongyue Systems Republic: the interplanetary government of the former human race (Ren and Mei) and their colonies, commonly called the Gongyue Government 

Greenshift: the Gao Radiation Energy Event Nadir, a high energy reaction allowing near instantaneous transportation of spaceships across great distances 

Guangbai: one hundredth of the speed of light, used as a measure of speed and distance, one hundred guangbai is one light-second, or about three hundred thousand kilometers per second  

Interceptor: small single-pilot fighters capable of operating in the skies of planets and in low orbit, typically used to intercept landing craft and support ground troops 

Jump Jets: small mobility-enhancing jets built into the powered exoskeleton of standard issue Marine Corps combat suits 

Long War: the generation-spanning war between the Gongyue Government and the unknown Enemy, waged mainly over the Gongyue Government’s outer colonies 

Massive Light: concentrated light used in a solid state as forcefields, can also be used in sensors, communication, or as an energy source. 

Mei: one of the legacy subspecies of the former human race, adapted to higher gravity environments, short, robust 

Otanyan: spacefaring mammalian race, engages in limited trade with the Gongyue Government, known to dwell in subterranean complexes on frozen worlds and inside hollowed-out asteroids 

Ren: one of the legacy subspecies of the former human race, adapted to lower gravity environments, tall, gracile 

Second Offensive: the Gongyue attempt to recapture the minor colony of Harbin in the middle stages of the Long War, ended in the withdrawal of the fleet and the death of Admiral Wen 

Tiandao: floating cities in gas giants used primarily to mine xinium particles, the dwelling place of most Mei 

Xinium: special high energy particles that exist in trace amounts on gas giant planets, vital to initiating greenshift jumps 

Zhongxing: the capital of the Gongyue government, formerly called Mars before it was terraformed and colonized, also called Huoxing 


A Brief History of the Gongyue Government

In the late twenty first century the human race was in dire straits. Planet Earth was overpopulated and polluted with the easily accessible supply of minerals mostly depleted. In the drive for more resources western firms focused on asteroid mining and Chinese firms on mining the ocean floor, but both methods were costly and dangerous. 

As planet Earth was slowly dying, a Chinese scientist named Gao developed a revolutionary method to map the Earth’s crust. His process for modifying the behavior of photons was a great breakthrough in particle physics, and led to many subsequent discoveries.  

Eventually, his “massive light” was used to make space travel cheaper and much safer. At a stroke, China surpassed the west in asteroid mining and was able to provide reliable transportation to Mars and beyond for the first time. Large-scale gas mining on Jupiter and Saturn began.  

Mars was terraformed in a generation and settled by the Chinese elite. This became their new base to project power in the solar system and Earth gradually lost importance.  

Mining operations on Jupiter led to the discovery of xinium and thus the greenshift. Dr. Gao, now a very old man, was able to use these particles to design humanity’s first truly interstellar spaceship. 

Desperate to regain their former prominence, the western asteroid miners converted themselves over to xinium, even going so far as building a permanent settlement floating in the eye of Jupiter for their workers.  

In time, planet Earth demographically collapsed as it was dirty, overcrowded, and simply too expensive to have children. People indentured themselves to the xinium-mining companies just for a chance to get off-world. The cradle of humanity became an abandoned ruin and nature reclaimed most of its surface. 

Now firmly in the lead, the Chinese elite on Mars signed a treaty with the xinium miners, forming the Gongyue Systems Republic, the government for all of humanity beyond Earth.  

Star systems were explored, colonies founded, and over generations the Chinese elite became the Ren, tall rulers of the Gongyue Government, and the miners of diverse international origins became the Mei, living in the tiandao floating cities on Jupiter, Saturn, and planets orbiting distant stars. The two sub-species were hardly recognizable as human any longer.  

Contact was made with several alien civilizations, chiefly the Borozi and the Otanyans, but little came of it. The galaxy wasn’t too interested in the children of Sol. 

The Mei, discontent with their lot and realizing their power as vital miners of xinium, the very lifeblood of spacefaring civilization, launched a general strike. Their demands: better compensation and representation in high government positions, as well as the settling of worlds specifically for them. Paralyzed, the Ren were forced to accept nearly all the demands, but were slow to implement them. Bad blood remained, but any further discussions were put on hold by the emergence of the Enemy.  

The Enemy struck from uncharted space without mercy, seizing Gongyue colonies for unknown purposes. The Ren and Mei worked furiously to convert their fleet of exploration ships to warlike purposes. It was a long process, with setbacks and defeats, such as the counter-attack at Chengdu, but eventually the war reached a kind of stalemate as heroes like the Victorious Admiral Wen Xiuying and General Cotto of the Marine Corps devised cunning strategies to hold back the Enemy advance. 

The war has entered its second generation with no signs of stopping. Ren and Mei alike have been pushed to the breaking point. Looking towards the future, the Gongyue Government must find a way to address the twin concerns of its internal divisions and the pressure of the Enemy, who may return to major offensive action at any time.  
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