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Introduction
 

The United Federation of Sapient Star Systems was founded by several species and became a beacon of civilization for four centuries. Most of the Milky Way Galaxy had been explored in that short time period. One hundred and twenty-one sapient species counted themselves as full-time members. The federation not only facilitated the advancement of technology but also the evolution of its member species. It was a golden age for sentient life in the galaxy. That was, until they made the mistake of expanding their exploration from the Milky Way to the nearest galaxy.

The wormhole gate that was meant to open new worlds to federation explorers quickly became a portal to hell. Xenophobic aliens poured through the gateway, invading federation space, and laying waste to everything they found.

Seven centuries after the war wound down, a stasis pod was found in the outskirts of the Senka star system by a tramp tender running from pirates. Within the pod was a long-lost federation admiral, Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons.

Admiral Irons and his internal A.I. helped the mostly-female crew escape the pirates and then rebuilt the ship during their journey. The admiral dealt with his time shock by setting a goal of restoring the federation and reigniting the light of civilization in the galaxy once more.

But forces were at work to stop him. The pirates were far more than the simple scourge they had first appeared to be. Horath, their homeworld, declared itself an empire under the leadership of Emperor Pyotr Ramichov and launched a brutal offensive to take control of the sector, and eventually, the galaxy. The empire had started on a path of xenophobia and initiated acts of genocide against the populations it conquered.

With the help of some new friends in Pyrax, Irons salvaged a federation warship, Firefly, and along with other long-forgotten ships, he was able to use them to fend off the initial pirate invasion. Irons and his newly-reformed Federation Navy were on their way to rebuild the federation, only for him to be driven out of the system into exile by Pyrax’s cutthroat politics.

Irons had several harrowing adventures along the way before jumping into an empty star system and right into the hands of the pirates. Unaware of who they had captured, Irons was able to lead a successful mutiny and not only captured the ship along with the other ships in the star system but also used them to defeat the enemy task force staging in the neighboring star system for an invasion of Pyrax.

Once the battle was over, Irons took stock and led his battered forces with the newly-captured ships to Antigua. There he founded a new capital of the federation. Once he had a shipyard and the beginnings of ansible communications underway, he took a side trip to a secret research facility he had used to create the nova bomb and where he had been given his rebuilt body and A.I.

While there, he woke the sleepers that remained and tripped a Xeno virus. He was also declared president pro temp by the last president of the federation in a message that transcended time itself.

He returned from the facility with the group of sleepers, including two additional flag officers. Admiral White, a Neochimp, became their battle fleet commander and took the fight to the enemy in Protodon while Admiral Subert took over Pyrax and set up shop there. Between the two shipyards, the federation began to build the ships and weapons needed to crush the Horathian pirate threat once and for all.

But, the Horathians weren't sitting idle. They had begun expanding their empire, and when word of the admiral and his reborn federation was picked up by forces en route to Protodon, they moved in with the intent to destroy the upstarts and crush the seed of free civilization once more.

With grievous losses, Admiral White's Second Fleet fought them off and forced the remaining Horathian warships to retreat.

As the battle for Protodon raged, Admiral Irons ordered Firefly to go to Epsilon Triangula to find out what was going on there. She was ambushed by a pirate task force led by Admiral von Berk, who then retreated when fresh federation reinforcements started to flow into the star system. The federation fleet did its best to stop them, but the enemy used captured and brainwashed victims to pilot their ships to get around the blockades.

Word spread by courier vessel to the Horathian capital. A force was dispatched under Admiral De Gaulte, one of the Horathian’s battle fleet leading strategists. He, alongside his OPS officer, Commander Catherine Ramichov, and also the eldest princess of the realm, marshaled a fleet to oppose the federation.

Admiral White's reinforced Second Fleet moved in to block Admiral von Berk, but before they could engage, the battle cruisers they'd fought earlier reappeared in the star system. The battle cruisers fought a delaying action, allowing Admiral von Berk to escape.

However, Admiral White received additional reinforcements and went after them. Admiral Von Berk took his captured slaves and personnel and escaped just before Second Fleet arrived with blood in their eyes. Trapped in the cul-de-sac system, the remaining Horathians were torn apart in a bloody battle the likes of which they were ill-prepared for.

Admiral White fell back on the neighboring empty system of B95a3 and found additional reinforcements waiting for him there. He began the march towards Dead Drop and the inevitable clash with the Horathian Empire, unaware that Admiral De Gaulte had launched his much larger and more powerful offensive force known as the Retribution Fleet.

The Retribution Fleet chased out a Federation prowler. But, in their zeal to warn Admiral White and Second Fleet, the crew of the prowler pushed their small ship too hard causing engineering issues. They were forced to reduce speed, and the Retribution Fleet caught up with them. They managed to get a warning off in B-97a but were then hunted down and destroyed.

Admiral White saw the danger and turned his fleet to flee. A running battle ensued with Second Fleet taking damage but chewing up the enemy's small craft in return. Second Fleet managed to escape but were embittered by further losses in hyperspace.

Word of the battle got to Protodon by courier and raced through the ansible network. Panic ensued briefly as reinforcements were rushed to buttress up the tattered Second Fleet as it straggled out of hyperspace in the B-95a3 star system. After careful consideration and some repairs, Admiral White did a reassessment of the situation and ordered his force to fall back on Protodon and the defenses there. The Retribution Fleet entered the system some time later largely uncontested.

In Protodon, Admiral White was gratified to see fresh reinforcements arrive. He laid a trap, but when Admiral De Gaulte arrived, the opposing admiral sensed something was wrong and failed to fall for it. Instead, a long-range clash between the opposing two fleets’ small craft tore apart a majority of the remaining Horathian fighter and bomber squadrons to shreds before Admiral De Gaulte escaped.

Halfway across the star system, Admiral De Gaulte saw Second Fleet arrive in his wake. His ship sensors confirmed the actual size of the enemy fleet for the first time, justifying his retreat. But, in their rush across the star system to what safety laid in the next jump point, his sensor techs discovered a mine field awaiting them.

Pinned between the minefield and the oncoming enemy force, Admiral De Gaulte had no choice but to maneuver and cut through the minefield. His maneuver took him into the arms of Second Fleet, which shredded and tore at his fleet. Second Fleet was damaged in return fire.

Prince Adam Ramichov was killed when his ship was destroyed. His younger brother Mason Ramichov was trapped in the dreadnought Star Mauler when she was crippled and forced to play rearguard. The titanic ship turned and ripped and tore at the Federation wolves like an angry bear with nothing left to lose. She devastated Second Fleet before she was destroyed.

The Retribution Fleet managed to flee to B-97a while news of the battle was sent to Protodon. They were chased out of that system by a pair of light cruisers running a bluff.

Garth saw two cruiser teams sent south to scout for possible Federation forces. These ships later encountered TF3.2 known as the Eastern Front with one barely escaping and the other being destroyed. Princess Ramichov was dispatched to the homeworld to let them know the gravity of the situation with the Federation.

Admiral Irons decided to promote many of the flag officers as well as frock Shelby Logan to commodore as her mission launched to bring the Federation into the Tau sector. Second Fleet was still shaking down and things were returning to normal when Admiral Irons received word through the ansible that Bek was in a near state of civil war and that Admiral Logan had been arrested. He raced to the rescue.

Meanwhile, the revised Second Fleet arrived in the B-97 cluster. They worked their way forward, but Admiral De Gaulte sent forces to get behind them to prey upon their supply lines. Several Federation ships were lost before the plot was uncovered, and forces were dispatched to drive the raiders into a trap in B-95a3.

The delay had been costly, however, allowing the Retribution Fleet to not only be resupplied but also partially repaired and reinforced in the Dead Drop star system.

The Eastern Front dispatched forces to clear out its flanks while waiting for orders in the B-87R star system. While they impatiently waited, Admiral Irons' forces arrived in Bek after transiting the rapids and forced the capitulation of Admiral Childress and a restoration of the chain of command, not to mention the acquittal of Admiral Logan. Admiral Irons supervised a restructuring of the chain of command there before returning to the Federation, stopping at Nuevo along the way home.

Reinforcements continued to trickle into Garth and Dead Drop. In a rare coup, Princess Ramichov and the Admiralty managed to win over sending a quarter of their capital ships including an elite carrier force to Dead Drop with the intent of smashing the Federation.

When the admiral returned to contact with the Federation, he authorized the Eastern Front to move on Garth as well as Second Fleet's attack on Dead Drop. Both forces launched. After successfully transiting the rapids once again, Admiral Irons passed through Federation space, passing on keys and doing interviews as he went.

When Second Fleet arrived in Dead Drop, they found the Retribution Fleet ready to fight. The forces there had marshaled everything they could to fight off the Federation. They were outmatched by the reinforced Second Fleet.

However, a twist of events brought the reinforcements from Horath in time to not only save the star system but push the Federation forces out of the system. The tables had turned; Second Fleet was horrifyingly outmatched and outgunned. In order to buy time, the Federation fighters tangled with the elite pirate fighters. They took heavy losses, but the bombers managed to destroy two of the enemy's capital ships with antimatter weapons, the first use of such weapons during the war. Second Fleet managed to escape the trap with minimum losses.

Admiral Irons arrived in the capital and began to settle in when word that the tables had turned came through the ansible. Orders were immediately cut for the bulk of Home Fleet to scramble. The super dreadnoughts Sun Tzu and her division mate Sky Titan led a force to Second Fleet's rescue. Admiral Irons made certain they left with antimatter ordinance in their magazines.

Forces, including those in Protodon, were dispatched to Second Fleet's defense. Meanwhile, Second Fleet did its best to deal with the damage.

On Antigua, Governor Randall began to prepare for his move into the vice presidency campaign but first had to deal with a series of natural disasters. By refusing to divert SAR personnel, he made a powerful enemy.

Just when they thought things could return to normal, the courier ship Dancer arrived in Airea 3 with news of the plagues in Tau sector. The government and navy worked with their medical experts to find a way to combat the new terrifying threat on their flank.

In Dead Drop the Retribution Fleet tried to deal with their own losses and damage to the star system's infrastructure. In Bf994 Rear Admiral V'r'z'll's forces destroyed a pirate destroyer and then launched their offensive.

Second Fleet saw the arrival of Kittyhawk and her escorts. Despite objections Commodore Vargess stripped the CEV of her compliment and sent her back empty to get more small craft.

Small convoys and reinforcements trickled into Dead Drop and Garth. When news of the recent battle in Dead Drop reached the empire, the emperor was livid. He ordered the Pestilence Project expedited.

In DD01ns the Horathian heavy cruiser, Lizzy Borden, arrived in order to scout and harass the fleet. Two light cruisers were dispatched to B-97 to attempt to get behind the lines and hit Second Fleet's supply. During the harassment one of the Horathian ships managed to take out Second Fleet's ansible platform, momentarily taking them out of contact with the Federation.

The emperor focused on his final plans and refused to allow additional reinforcements to go to Garth despite a warning of a threat to her south. The first water dweller clones began their training.

Warning of the threat to his rear forced Admiral De Gaulte to abandon Dead Drop to retreat. Just as he jumped out, TF 3.2 arrived in Garth. They were caught off-guard by the unexpected defenses at the jump point. Dozens of ships were destroyed before Admiral V'r'z'll retreated. Before she left, she sent out a parting gift in the form of her own rail gun bombardment that tore apart the Garth orbital infrastructure.

The second attempt at cloning Ssilli larva was met with mixed results as were the clones of the Malekians. The researchers were not about to give up however.

Horath saw new fighters enter production as well as some work on logistics. The Lizzy Borden returned to Dead Drop to find her captain the senior officer. Two days later the Admiral Halsey task force arrived with the Federation's own version of a raid. They tore apart the outer star system infrastructure, but the Horathians refused to surrender. Instead, those that could fled.

The two cruisers harassing Second Fleet were pinpointed. One managed to escape while the other was destroyed.

TF 3.2 retreated to Bf994 where they began repairing their damage and making contact with the Federation with their last remaining ansible. Admiral Irons ordered them to stand on the defense.

In Antigua Admiral Seinkov and other Bekian transplants were having trouble adapting to their A.I. and new technology. Also, April O'Neill was targeted for assassination but saved by ONI. Admiral Irons realized his house cleaning had been tipped off.

Horath saw the arrival of a destroyer with the news of the battle of Garth along with the arrival of Duchess Tucket. The arrivals forced the emperor to agree to send additional reinforcements.

Admiral White received some reinforcements as well as news of Dead Drop and Garth. The news of both battles was released to the media in the Federation.

Garth continued to try to rebuild from the ashes left in the star system. Admiral De Gaulte and Admiral Einezeberg tried to work together to defend the star system; however, in the end Admiral De Gaulte decided to defend forward in Dead Drop after receiving news of the Federation raids there.

When the Sun Tzu reinforcements arrived in Dd01ns, Admiral White consolidated his force and then ordered them back on the offensive. Admiral Subert reluctantly sent TF 3.2 reinforcements.

Firefly reported in at B-87r. The New Horizon mission was the first in modern memory to be led by an A.I.

In Pi sector, SEAL team 6BO encountered the Io 11 group in the PS-64 star system. They agreed to join forces.

Dead Drop saw the arrival of reinforcements for the Admiral Halsey followed by the arrival of most of Second Fleet itself. The Admiral Halsey task force fell back on the fleet train to resupply while Admiral White divided his force to take control of the star system.

Everything changed when the Retribution Fleet arrived at the Garth jump point. Commodore Vargess worked with his counterparts to trick the Horathians into going after one of his forces. Meanwhile, he snuck antimatter loaded bombers behind them to tear into them.

Admiral De Gaulte realized the threat too late. Three of his four capital ships were destroyed. He was forced to retreat.

In Antigua, the Guild leadership agreed to kill April O'Neill once more. However, this triggered Admiral Irons to act in a DOJ clean sweep.

April was oblivious of the sweep until she went to jury duty. When she went to leave, she was confronted by Admiral Irons and the DOJ. Admiral Irons left her to deal with them.

He was still reflecting on the profound changes when Captain Sprite brought him word of the latest developments in Dead Drop.

In Dead Drop, Horathian Lieutenant Savenan scuttled every piece of orbital infrastructure and then refused to surrender. Admiral White scrounged up enough Marines from his fleet to secure the spaceport while his ships performed KEW strikes on targets of opportunity driving the Horathian resistance underground or dispersing them.

Admiral White ordered a prowler to scout Garth while his fleet resupplied.

TF 3.2 dealt with their own repairs and also dispatched a prowler to Garth.

In Agnosta, the heads of the ground forces discussed the future of their service branches. Colonel Valenko suggested staging his and other forces through Protodon.

While they did that, Admiral Logan arrived in B101a1 with orders to report to the capital.

Admiral Irons received confirmation of Horatio's transit through the rapids as he met with his cabinet. Later, the admiral ordered Buships to stop building small freighters and craft in favor of a new prowler design.

In hyperspace to Garth, Admiral De Gaulte tried to handle another loss while planning his future defenses in Garth. In Garth the defenders there struggled to return things to normal and rebuild after TF 3.2's recent raid. That was interrupted by the arrival of the Retribution Fleet. Admiral De Gaulte ordered a courier to be dispatched with news of the loss of Dead Drop.

In Horath the Admiralty and cabinet tried again to get the emperor to send reinforcements, but he refused. Captain Varbossa continued to lead the efforts to update and upgrade their navy. She pushed to turn freighters into escort carriers in anticipation of the tides of battle shifting to a carrier one.

In Antigua, things moved forward with the admiral's plan. ONI received confirmation of agents in enemy country. They continued to lean on their captives and captured database mining to help build a better picture of the enemy. Captain Sindri was reassigned to Pi sector.

Meanwhile, the Beta Convoy arrived in Tau Sector's Trajin Cluster and set up an ansible there. They then moved on after reporting in to the capital. Commodore Richards was due to arrive at any time.

Firefly's flotilla arrived in New Horizon, and the A.I. captain took control of the star system. Over two dozen captured ships were in orbit with the CED Shredder. Firefly issued orders to resupply the ships and to send one of the prize ships to Federation space with news of the captures and a request for more support.

Additional forces were dispatched to the front from the capital, along with more supplies and ground forces. Dead Drop made contact with the capital and was ordered to stand on the defense until the additional reinforcements arrived. Admiral White focused on the ground campaign. His people made contact with the Rainbow resistance cell and together they managed to take out more of the Horathians.

In Garth the Horathians fell to fighting over the limited resources. The prowler's arrival put them all on notice that they were on borrowed time. The prowler also alerted the agent on the ground of their arrival. However, shortly afterward a convoy arrived with supplies and replacement craft. The prowler from TF 3.2 arrived and managed to make contact with the prowler from Second Fleet.

The Horathian Admiralty finally wore down the emperor's resistance, and he allowed them to send CEVs to the front. An arrival of a Gather Fleet ship with a mixed crew became a major distraction.

Antigua's Governor Randall moved forward with his trip to Triang to begin campaigning for the vice presidency. Forces conspired against him but were thwarted for the time being. Skeletor's men attempted an assassination of Admiral Irons but were thwarted.

Admiral Logan arrived in the capital a few weeks later. Admiral Irons placed him in command of Pi sector. Admiral Logan spends a short period of time working on various projects including the new Kittyhawk III design while going over his orders. Kittyhawk herself was declared overdue.

Countess Newberry recognized the Horathian Princess's scheming and actively covered for her. Meanwhile the convoy of evacuees from Garth arrived throwing the palace into chaos once more. They were shortly followed by the arrival of the courier with news of the fall of Dead Drop.

The pirate lords scrambled to deal with the fallout. In an attempt at a distraction, the emperor and family attended the gladiator games. But several of the Neo gladiators, one a former Horathian officer, decided to stage a mass slaughter. They leapt into the grandstands and killed dozens of people before they were cut down. The princess remained to oversee the search and rescue while her family left.

One of the prize ships from New Horizon arrived in B101a1 but was ordered to continue on to Pyrax on their own.

Garth saw the activation of two carrier fortresses as well as a dozen weapon platforms and other defenses. Other defensive works were in progress. On the ground, the Federation agent managed to sabotage various suppliers, but it alerted the enemy to his presence.

In Garth space a Federation naval officer, Ensign Puller, was assigned to rebuild the repair slip. The ensign and his team were sleepers from El Dorado and were kept carefully ignorant of their situation. Additional convoys began to come in with more forces.

Knox News began a campaign to go after Admiral Irons in the capital while the admiral oversaw changes in the navy. In order to pacify Pete Knox, the admiral arranged for the media mogul to meet with April O'Niell and to hear the truth for himself.

The Horathian arena massacre was the catalyst to throw Elvira and Catherine together. Several pirate lords quit and left Horath. The Tuckets resigned but were killed by the emperor. The murders were staged as a murder suicide, but many knew it wasn't true. Countess Newberry and the palace noted Catherine's new entanglement.

Elvira Varbossa's grav lance torpedo got past the prototype stage and into development. For her activities the princess was promoted to commodore and awarded for her leadership alongside Elvira.

Garth saw additional prowlers cycled through the star system as well as an uptick in federation sabotage. More ships came in and were swapped out for ships that were crippled almost to the point of uselessness.

Reinforcements for TF3.2 arrived. The new ships were integrated into the fleet. After several weeks they were given the authorization to resume the offensive.

Unrest began to build in Horath. The emperor tried to deal with it, but his crackdown efforts just caused additional fractures to form.

The plan to take Garth began with a prowler arrival. She played a wounded bird drawing off the picket from the jump point. Admiral De Gaulte was suspicious, but weeks of frustration made him bank that in favor of giving chase.

Fifth Fleet arrived well outside the jump point defenses sending Admiral Einezberg's people into a flurry of activity. Admiral De Gaulte ordered an abandonment of the chase and for all forces to fall back on the H002 jump point. The prowler contacted the planet's resistance with word of the beginning of the invasion.

Fifth Fleet managed to cut off Admiral Einezberg's force from retreat just as Second Fleet arrived just off to one side of the Retribution Fleet's line of retreat. In order to continue, they had to run a gauntlet before escaping.

Admiral De Gaulte realized any forces not with him were most likely lost. A series of fighter brawls broke out in the battle space. A protracted battle taking place over several days saw the Retribution Fleet being slowly torn up while Admiral Einezberg's force was annihilated.

Admiral De Gaulte managed to get some of his fleet out badly battered.

Twenty-seven hours after the battle the Stennis convoy arrived at the H002 jump point right on top of Commodore Mayweather's TF2.4 command. TF2.4 managed to launch some of her craft and return fire, but they were torn apart by the fresh force. Stennis fought to allow her courier and freighters to escape, then surrendered. However, Commodore Mayweather's ship and others were destroyed.

In Antigua, Admiral Irons met with a group of school children only to discover one of the chaperones was there to assassinate him. Admiral Irons used his personal shields to contain the blast and direct it away from himself and the others in the room.

Garth saw the post battle chores. Ensign Puller managed to take control of his team's situation just in time for the Marines sent to arrest them to arrive.
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Chapter 1
 

Executioner H002 star system

The elderly white-haired human tucked his hands behind his back as he heard the latest report. He was intensely grateful for some good news. He knew he wasn't the only one.

Once they'd fallen back, he'd started to lose hope that they'd outrun the enemy. After all, the enemy was much faster than his wounded ships were in hyperspace. But it was not to be. There was no sign of the Federation Navy. None.

Or, they were lying in wait in hyperspace and had somehow obscured their ion trail. He couldn't put anything past them at this point.

The escape from Garth had been brutal. The only reason he'd gotten anything out was because he'd been leery about engaging the enemy and had retreated. That they'd anticipated that retreat was a bit humiliating. Only the running engagement, the decimation of his fighters, along with constant retacking to alter their course had allowed them to escape.

Decimation of his fighters again he reminded himself.

"No sign of the enemy. No recent ion trails in the area. It looks like they didn't follow us," Lieutenant Myron Chekov, his staff tactical officer stated. Myron looked haggard despite being in a clean uniform and having adequate sleep since the battle.

"That's good news," Admiral Cyrano De Gaulte said quietly. "We live on to fight another day," he murmured.

His command had been hammered by the enemy. There were plenty of words to describe it; he just didn't want to use them. The only thing he could hope for at this point was to get them home so they could pass on the hard lessons they'd learned to those who would ultimately replace them.

He'd sent a ship ahead with word, but it wasn't enough.

"Sir, the convoy is approaching. Shall we have them heave to so they can resupply us?"

The admiral thought about it for a few seconds but then shook his head. He didn't like being vulnerable. "No, I want to put some distance between us and the jump point to Garth. Have them lay in a course to come along beside us. We'll do what we can about replenishing while underway. If there is no sign of the enemy, we'll spend a day or two at the jump point making what repairs we can," the admiral ordered.

"Aye aye, sir."

"Sir," he turned to Sedric. "Sir, we just got an updated shipping schedule from the convoy. They are asking about the Stennis convoy. I've got the details," the intelligence officer held out a tablet.

Cyrano reluctantly took it and scanned it. He didn't want to, but he forced himself to read it. So, reinforcements had been coming, but they'd arrived late. No doubt he'd passed them in hyper. "Order a messenger buoy to be put out. Order all convoys to stop and turn around," he said as he scanned the document again.

On the third read, he closed his eyes in pain at the news. "There is nothing we can do for them."

"Hopefully, they can get out," Berney said. Commander Berney Yashanaka was the admiral's chief of staff. He looked haggard. They all did. It wasn't the first retreat they'd been on, but it was most likely their last. They were being forced back to their homeworld.

Myron had half-heartedly put forth the idea of setting up an ambush in the empty star system. But it was wasted breath. Their ships needed too many repairs; they needed too many supplies. The Federation would just roll right over them. Besides, there was little to nothing to use in each of the empty star systems. That was one reason why the empire just passed right through them.

In other words, he couldn't fight a fighting withdrawal. As much as he'd like to, it would be a death sentence for the remaining ships.

"Hopefully. Hope is in scarce supply at the moment," Sedrick stated.

Myron frowned. The protracted battle had been brutal. He wasn't the only one despondent over it. The admiral had been gentle about the hot wash they'd performed on the first day in hyper, but he couldn't help but feel like he was going through the motions.

"I have that course for you, sir," Jeremy stated holding out a tablet.

"Pass it on to the other ships and then get us underway. I want us clear of the jump point as soon as possible," the admiral growled.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Berney grimaced as the meeting broke up. Apathy and low morale were prevalent throughout the ship and most likely the fleet. Or, what was left of the tattered fleet he reminded himself.

Myron was taking the brunt of it. He could see that the younger man was taking their repeated drubbings personally. On some level he wanted to agree; he wanted someone to blame. But it wasn't Myron's fault.

Each time things seemed to be picking up, they got the rug pulled out from under them and another drubbing. It was wearing on everyone heavily. He'd heard a few of the medics muttering about battle fatigue.

He shook his head. They needed to find something to do, some way to turn it around. He was afraid though that once they returned to Horath they'd be seized as scapegoats.

Well, there was one thing going for them there though;
they wouldn't have to worry about carrying the burden on their shoulders anymore he thought.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Myron left the meeting and felt completely despondent. He knew what was coming; that was his job, to see the tactical and strategic implications of things.

He didn't even look up as he passed other officers. Instead, he went to his quarters and downed a prized bottle of whiskey his family had given him. He was supposed to open it when they'd destroyed the Federation. He didn't care anymore.

As he drank, he stared at his pulsar. The lowering level of the bottle was like a ticking clock for what was to come.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Jeremy Herod came running up to the scene. The other officers looked up to him but then turned away shaking their heads. He slowed his pace and then saw the medics leave. One patted Berney on the arm. That brought him up short. He'd never seen tears in the other man's eyes. No matter how frustrated he'd been he'd never given up hope.

It stunned him. So did the news. He turned away from the reaction of the other officers that had gathered outside Myron's room. He couldn't help himself; he had to look. Damn him but he had to. He looked down at the sheet-shrouded body and then looked away.

"A passerby heard the shot," Berney said gruffly. "He didn't see a way out."

"There is always a way out. We'll get out of this," Jeremy stated. He looked for confirmation from Cyrano, Sedric, and the others but didn't find any. Their expressions were wooden and leeched of all but resignation. He felt his own shoulders sag.

"I didn't mean just Horath. I meant us personally. Do you think we're going to be welcomed as heroes when we get home?" Berney asked scathingly. "Far from it," he said. He looked down at the body. "In the end he might have been the one to get off easy."

-~~~///^\\\~~~
 

The Federation prowler watched the tattered enemy fleet jump and then released a messenger buoy with her logs. She then cautiously crossed the star system to follow.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Horath

Theodore Cruise Rico, duke of Hinata and minister of war for the Horathian empire, called his Admiralty to order as he took his seat.

"Where are we? I've got an appointment with some high lords later this afternoon and traffic is a nightmare," he grumbled.

Admiral Malwin Cartwright, Praetor of the Navy and baron of Dead Drop, hid a grimace. They'd been delayed because Theo had been running late. Theo might blame it on traffic, but word was his air car hadn't left his mistress's apartment until after their original appointment time.

"Production is at or near capacity," the head of BUSHIPS stated. Malwin turned to him. "The yards are all saturated. We're still processing the last convoy shipment from El Dorado. We're on schedule though, barring any unforeseen changes or hiccups."

"Operations are running smoothly. We're training our ships using what data the Retribution Fleet has sent us," Vice Admiral Lewis Post, the head of operations stated. "I've got two more all-up training exercises this week and a full sim test coming up. We're scheduling another carrier exercise once one or both of the new CEVs launch next month."

Theo nodded. Malwin did so as well ever so slightly. So far everything was good.

"I'm afraid Lewis stole most of my thunder," the head of BuSchools stated with a chuckle. "We've sped up Academy graduations as well as ROTC. We've taken a hit in admissions though."

"How bad?"

"Bad enough that we might have to resort to draft and conscription. Possibly even press-ganging some of our staffers," the admiral replied. He shrugged. "BUPERS is putting way too many people in staff positions rather than on ships. We've also lost a lot of people due to illness and early retirement all of a sudden." His last statement was so dry they could feel a virtual desert wind.

All eyes fell on the head of BUPERS. She shrugged. "It's a trend. I can't blame people for not wanting their son or daughter to be on a ship right now."

"This isn't a popularity contest. They go where we need them, period," Theo stated.

"Do you really want to tell a duke or count that?" she asked.

He scowled. "No, that's what I have you for. Figure it out."

"Aye, sir."

Theo turned to Sabina Newberry, Countess of Garth and Minister of Intelligence. A single lifted inquiry made her smirk ever so slightly. "My turn?" she snorted as his expression stilled. "Ah. Well, we're still processing the last intel dump. We're passing on everything we can as quickly as we can. We're also processing the material from El Dorado and making some updates to our ECM," she turned to nod slightly to Admiral Post.

"Which is why we're having exercises, to test them."

"Good to know," Theo murmured.

"I will say that we've got unconfirmed reports of something going on in the south. Unconfirmed ship sightings in Hinata, New Horizon, and Finagle," she stated.

"Finagle?"

"Yes."

"I'm guessing it's not normal ghosts though. You really think the Feds sent ships to scout us there?" Theo asked carefully.

She spread her hands apart. "It's possible. I wouldn't put anything past them at this point."

Me neither," one of the other officers muttered.

"We've got four convoys en route to the front. "We have support in the pipeline and keep it moving—not just with ships and material but politically as well. We need to move as much as we can to Garth to hold the line," Malwin stated.

Theo nodded. "Right. It's up to De Gaulte to hold out until we can get it to him."

"Let's hope he can and that we didn't wait too long," Lewis murmured.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Emperor Piotr Ramichov was not a happy man. His family had lied, killed, and schemed for centuries to get to this point, where Horath had declared itself an empire with himself placed on the throne. Just when the final piece had fallen into place and they'd launched their offensive to begin to gather the galaxy into the empire, the Federation of all things had come back from the dead.

And not just anywhere, but here, on his doorstep. Right under his nose. Some said it was a sign, a sign that the Spirits of Space no longer favored them. He scoffed at such stuff and nonsense.

He hadn't taken the Federation seriously, and the time lag had bit them in the ass severely. He admitted that, at least privately. And the so-called New Federation was good, damn good at fighting back. They'd won a string of battles, beating his people back to Garth.

It was infuriating; it really was. Just as they were on the road to victory, this had happened. An upstart had come in to casually backhand his people back to where they'd come from. Not only that, but the centuries of gathering resources, ships, and placing spies had been wasted. He didn't like the defeatism creeping into the whispers around the palace and Admiralty. He hated seeing some find any excuse to slip away from the capital.

No matter how hard they tried they couldn't seem to stop the Federation. It was whispered that they were a juggernaut, unstoppable. No, not they, he, one man, De Gaulte. Cyrano had failed him utterly. He had failed to take the fight to the Federation when he should have.

His fingers curled and uncurled, knuckles whitening when he made fists.

"Ah, there you are!" his mother said briskly. He looked up in time for her to lean down and give him a peck on the cheek. "Now, dear, I was just telling Irazebeth here we needed to have a little talk and here you are. Convenient, yes?"

"Convenient, Mother? Something tells me you had some underhanded purpose in manipulating my schedule to make it appear that way," he said, eyeing her as the two ladies sat down.

"Things are … unsettled, let's say, with the lords."

"They are running scared. Some are actually running," the emperor growled. "We need a win. We have to got to get this turned around."

"To do that we need to take risks. But we also have to listen to our people, Piotr," his mother scolded.

He blinked in surprise. His mother rarely rebuked him directly. "They are bunkering down; they think it's all over but the crying," he growled, curling his lip.

"And yet they are trying to counsel you to reinforce De Gaulte to hold the enemy at bay."

"Reinforce failure?"

"Reinforce the man who is the one who has faced the enemy. The lords are in agreement that we haven't given him the ships and tools he needs to do the job. That needs to change."

"The lords?" Piotr demanded, raising an eyebrow. "They dare say that?"

"That and more. You've been too angry to listen. And they are right."

Irazabeth winced, expecting a blowup from her husband. She glanced his way when he remained silent.

"Go on," he finally ground out.

"You keep seeing it as giving the man who failed more ships to throw away. But think of it this way, he's fighting away from here, not on our doorstep. You've been stingy about sending him the relief he needs. You could even relieve him! Send in someone else with an entire squadron or more of ships! An entire flotilla!"

"They are saying this is turning into a carrier war," Irazabeth murmured.

Both the Dowager Empress and the emperor turned to her. She shrugged off their inquiring gaze. "You know it's true," she ventured.

"See?" Jezebel drawled, looking significantly at her son. "If De Gaulte doesn't have the resources he needs, he'll fall. When he does the road will be wide open for the Federation to get to us."

"They can't get here. I won't allow it."

"Then you better send De Gaulte the forces he needs to stop them—soon before it is too late."

He turned a scowl on his mother. "That is easier said than done, Mother. I don't have them to send, not a lot. And if I send him the best, what will I have left here if he throws them away as well?"

"Better to die fighting for time elsewhere than letting the Federation, with their more advanced ships, into our star system. Even one ship would further tarnish our family's image. And if an enemy fleet did arrive, I'm afraid it could spell the end of our line."

"No. I won't let that happen. Now, leave me be and let me think," he growled, brusquely dismissing them.

His wife and mother studied him for a long moment before the Dowager Empress reached out and patted Irazabeth on the knee. "Come, dear, let's go fix some tea and catch-up for a bit before the evening's entertainment," she said.

Jezebel nodded as the two ladies rose and left Piotr alone with his thoughts.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Princess and Commodore Catherine Ramichov shook her head as she read the latest report. Operations covered a lot of things. They had to interface with all of the other departments. She had her hands full overseeing the three planned exercises. The carrier exercise could wait; from what she'd heard, they still needed the second CEV to get out of the yard first. And now the brass wanted her to pull a rabbit out of her hat by coming up with more ideas to fight the Feds.

Malwin's idea was sound—get Elvira into it and pull the experts in. Tap into them and see what some thought. But avoid the chest thumpers who hadn't had any experience in combat. They were just a waste of time.

That she heartily agreed with. She was seeing enough bullshit from idiots who had yet to see combat. Some of the so-called elite units were scoffing at the losses but had yet to step up and volunteer or allow themselves to be tapped. Yet, “we would have won if we'd been there” was a common complaint.

She checked on the exercise progress. The ECM was working out okay. She still thought there was something going hinky though, either in the hardware, the software, or the execution. When they were done and she got her hands on the hard data, she'd know which or some combination.

In comparison to Fed ECM, she knew they were still lagging. She wondered how much of a role A.I. played in the process? Obviously, they had to adapt quickly, but was that it or was there something more?

She turned her attention to the other exercise. A group of recently released ships was working-up. They were supposed to shake down into formal units, but there were already cracks and strain appearing. Their sublight engines were substandard. She wasn't even sure how things were going to work out when they got to testing their hyperdrives. At least one was already slated for a refit.

They actually had only a few functional spare hyperdrives. Most were out and about in the galaxy bringing ships in. Those that they had on hand were either repurposed or built at El Dorado, or they were so old they needed to be rebuilt.

Which was a subject for an entirely different conversation she thought.

She hadn't known the problem was so prevalent in the fleet. A few ships that did have a hyperdrive had the wrong one installed. They had a kludged-together drive that had gotten the ship to Horath but wasn't suited for steady use. The drive wasn't set up for the mass and size of the ship.

Half of the ships in home fleet had no hyperdrive at all. That was a closely guarded secret. She was pretty sure some people had to know. After all, you'd think someone would notice when a ship had a big empty hole where a hyperdrive was. And not having the crew to run and maintain it was a dead giveaway.

She frowned.

People like her lover … her thoughts slowed and stopped briefly as she smiled indulgently to herself—Elvira. It came down to her and people like her. People who hadn't given up, who kept trying and usually finding ways to make what tech they did have work for them in the best way they could imagine.

It was people like Elvira who gave them the greatest chance of turning things around if anyone could.

That didn't mean she wasn't above taking out a little insurance just in case they failed though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Elvira Varbossa wasn't thrilled about being tapped to sit in on the symposium. The Admiralty said it was because she'd been the one behind pushing the Cutlass and other fighter designs. The symposium was supposed to find a way to use what they had to beat the Federation back. She admitted they needed more than just tech to do the job.

Someone had likened it to making bricks without straw.

The raven-haired woman didn't like it because it was a high profile production under the eyes of the emperor as well as II and her fellow officers. It also took her away from her various projects for a full week. She tried to keep up-to-date by reading logs, emails, and texts from her people but they had to keep things vague. She could already tell a few of the officers were getting testy about her requests for input. She had a feeling they were trying to coast. She couldn't allow that.

"Coming?" an admiral asked as the double doors began to close. She looked up and then nodded. She logged her tablet off and then went into the room.

It was stupid really. They couldn't access information. It was supposed to prevent anyone from recording things. Also stupid since she was pretty sure II and others were monitoring the proceedings closely.

Elvira listened as her fellow Horathian officers talked about the Federation Navy's choice of ships and fighters.

"What I don't get is they have the tech so why not run with the E-class straight up?" a pilot asked. She wasn't sure who it was. The Admiralty had finally allowed several pilots to be brought in to discuss their needs in the next generation of small craft and carriers.

She just hoped it wasn't too late.

"Because they are harder to make. The E-class needs antimatter to maximize their performance. They went with a balance of quality and quantity. They went for what they could produce easily and quickly that would still kick our ass," an admiral growled.

She nodded. A few other people nodded as well.

"Antimatter is no longer a production problem though according to our reports from the front. They are using antimatter in battle starting with Dead Drop," a pilot pointed out. "So they must have the means to make it in quantity. We're only going to see more of it being used in the future, which means stopping antimatter-armed torpedoes and capital missiles just became a big priority. How is the big question."

"While we don't have the ability to make our own," another pilot groused. "Which means our E-class that rely on antimatter is at a disadvantage. And we can't answer their torpedoes in kind."

"Also, the craft they chose to build are easier to learn," another pilot said, cutting them off before they got into further troubling waters. "The Cobra and Mitchell classes both have hardy reputations. They are easy to build, maintain, and fly with. They are very forgiving craft and can handle multirole like a duck in water."

"Right, you walk before you run," another pilot stated.

"Oh."

"It does make me wonder something," the admiral rumbled, tucking his arms against his chest and rubbing his goatee with his right hand.

"What, sir?"

"What they are going to be like in another decade or so when they start turning out E-class fighters and better ships. They've got to be moving in that direction."

There was a long silence in the room.

"Frack," someone finally ventured.

"It will just be a nightmare," a pilot muttered.

"Well, the good news is, we've got the home court advantage," another admiral said bleakly.

"That's just another way of saying we can't run."

"You can put it that way, I won't. So, what do we do to redress this?"

"Invest in a way to kill fighters and bombers in large quantities. If we can find a way to make them more cautious, they'll think twice about using the carriers so prominently," an admiral stated.

"But, and I admit you are right, Gerald," the other admiral said. "We have only three ways to do that. One is to kill the carriers. To do that we've got to get our own ships or hardware into range of them. Second to that, the traditional method is to fill the sky with so much weapon fire they literally will run into it if they try to get close. But that sucks up a lot of ammunition and energy. Third is to go toe-to-toe with them with interceptors. But our Raptors and other production craft have proven repeatedly to not be a match for them. Our latest simulations state that our current generation of fighters might fare better but still won't completely measure up to that of the enemy. Concentrating our remaining high-end craft as we have done in the past might see a brief impact, but not for long. They'll get attritioned in time."

"And, once they’re gone, they are gone for good," a pilot pointed out. "The same for the antimatter fuel."

"Regrettably yes, that is also true."

"So, no happy middle ground. Why am I surprised there aren't going to be any easy answers," the other admiral sighed. "Okay, so …"
  


 



Chapter 2
 

Garth

In the two months since the last battle, Vice Admiral Amadeus White had done his best to consolidate his forces and resupply them as well as the forces of Fifth Fleet. The fleet train had yet to arrive; it would be another two months before they got to him.

They were making the best out of it though. The ship crews were even making headway on some of the easier repairs. Every warship had internal replicators, spare parts, and engineers willing to use both to set their ships right. But they were stymied by large projects. And that didn't even cover the mess of captured ships or the four ships from TF 2.4 that had been crippled. Their surviving crews were still being sorted out. Those that had returned to duty had been transferred to other ships in the fleet.

TF 2.4 was a shadow of its former self. He should by rights dissolve the unit and fold them into the others, but he'd backed the surviving captains’ insistence on staying the course. On the books six ships remained in the task force, so it was still viable … even if only two ships, an Arboth and a Resolution, were manned at the moment.

Fifty-six ships in the Stennis convoy had made a mess of things for him. The courier and eight freighters had escaped. Seven of the forty-seven warships had survived the battle with TF 2.4. The Nimitz class carrier Stennis was currently being used as a prison barge. Several people had put in a request for the ship once proper prison facilities were erected on the ground or elsewhere.

So, sixteen ships that were empty and lifeless. Six of them were still coming in to the inner star system. The rest had been placed in parking orbits together with Admiral V'r'z'll's Fifth Fleet. Four of the ships from the late Admiral Einezberg's command were what the engineers termed, “iffy.”

TF 2.2 and TF 2.3 were sitting near the spreading wreckage from the battle at the H002 jump point, covering it while TF 2.1 continued to remain one AU back as a ready reserve. Eventually, that spreading wreckage would be used to create defenses in the star system.

One group that wasn't with them were the Marines. He'd stripped out every Marine in Second Fleet and sent them to Fifth Fleet and the planet. They'd switched off control duties on Stennis with a selection of MPs from both fleets as well. MPs were handling some of the guard duties on some of the colonies as well.

He rubbed his chin. It still wasn't enough. Commander Briggs and his people had given them tons of information, but they hadn't broken the back of the enemy's forces on the planet. It was going to take more time, more pressure, and more importantly, more manpower and weapons to do the job.

He had recommended Renee for a Medal of Valor for her sacrifice. It was the least he could do for her and Trajin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral V'r'z'll still didn't understand why Commander Briggs refused to take the military governorship of the planet. He certainly acted as the planet's leader but seemed reluctant to take on the mantle.

Her fleet was busy making good on their repairs while also performing ground bombing and reconnaissance missions. She'd wondered why Admiral White had set things up that way. Once the Marines had engaged, she'd finally understood and agreed with the division of labor.

Her negotiations with the enemy's Captain Ozman had ended abruptly. She had no idea if the human female had been killed or not.

She turned two of her four eyestalks to Stennis. She longed to put the ship back in service, this time fighting for the right side. The engineers weren't sure about how much it would take to put the carrier back into service. Most of her forces had been decimated too—not that she'd want her pilots to fly such deathtraps.

The next largest ship to survive was a Derfflinger class battle cruiser. The late Commodore Mayweather's people had done a bang-up job beating the rest of Stennis's battle line into wreckage, but they'd had a few that had gotten off more lightly than others. That and a Derfflinger was a tough customer to kill completely without getting a nuke into her guts. She was battered though, and her sister ships had been turned into wreckage.

She had no idea what the Admiralty would plan to do with the ships. Most likely they would be patched up enough to be able to jump and then sent back to Antigua to be rebuilt. She hoped the carrier would stay but it wasn't her decision.

Pity about that.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agent N'gumo grimaced as the patrol passed. He had to be casual; you couldn't give yourself away by reacting to the Marines too much. Yes, they expected some fear and dirty looks, but dropping down was dangerous.

So was acting too nonchalantly though, which was why he was trying to find the right balance. Fortunately, the enemy was trying to bribe the population with giveaways of food as well as free medical clinics.

He had passed them on as potential targets, but so far, General K had refused them. He wasn't sure what the general was waiting for. He knew the importance of getting information … was he going to set up a patsy to make a strike to gauge the enemy's responses? He hoped so, though he hoped he wasn't the fool the general dangled out on a limb to get the information.

He wasn't sure he was alive. He had no clue. He'd been wounded three times but had so far survived. He'd narrowly missed getting killed by three KEW and two drone strikes. Some Horathians saw him as lucky.

He just wanted to find a way to hit back and really hurt the enemy. Somehow, someway he would hopefully get his chance before his ticket came up.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kissinger sighed wearily as he read the latest report over a can of stew. They had lasted two months, surpassing his expectations. He had even managed to conserve some resources including a limited supply of weapons and a couple suits of powered armor. Captain Ozman's people had worked a miracle with them and continued to work miracles keeping their tech going. They were keeping one step ahead of the Fed spies by shifting frequencies and encryption at random times during the day.

Shifting transmission locations had come after a painful KEW strike. They were learning but some of the lessons were painful ones. Painful expensive lessons he could ill afford.

He refused to authorize a stand-up fight with the enemy in control of the orbitals. The Marines were good, damn good. He was still studying and admiring them. He had authorized targeted IEDs and sniper attacks but only on those who were actively helping the occupation force. His motto was simple, be where the enemy wasn't. Along with that, he had standing orders drilled into everyone. Strike hard, strike fast, and get the hell out. As much as possible, obscure your face and where you are firing from so the cameras can't get you. Have clear lines of escape ready. Conserve your ammunition. Short burst transmissions, keep it short and sweet. Audio only, no data. Use code words. Don't lead the enemy back to a safe house. Scrounge what you can; steal what you can't. Do not leave a man behind. If they are wounded and can't move, give them mercy so the enemy can't use them against the empire.

Again, all of those standing orders had come from painful expensive lessons. They had to hold out. He was using every trick he could dredge up, but he was wondering if he was only delaying the inevitable.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Ozman felt pretty much useless on the ground. She did her best to act as an officer though and did what she could to manage the general's resources responsibly.

General Kissinger hadn't been happy about her surrendering the platforms, satellites, colonies, and station in orbit. She'd held out negotiations as long as she could though, long enough for him to get to ground in the mountains.

They were pissing away resources though. The resistance had come out of nowhere. The orbital bombardments the general had allowed for but not the information pinpointing targets given to the Feds by the resistance.

None of them had expected how hard hitting the Fed Marines were either. They came in and secured the spaceport and strategic sites. They had even captured Ensign Puller's team apparently. Spotters near the port had identified the turncoats boarding a shuttle months ago.

Any hope of the empire sending a force big enough to save them was fading fast. They only continued to fight on because the alternative was death.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ensign Miceal Puller realized that he was in trouble with the navy, but he couldn't help what had happened or how he'd reacted to it. The pirates had played him well, and he was ashamed of how he'd fallen for their mind game. The only way out was to face the music and deal with the consequences. The good news was that he was no longer someone's catspaw. Selma had gotten hers.

It bothered him that he had no idea what the others were saying. PO Lopez had never liked the situation. Hopefully, they were all giving good debriefs.

The bad news was that too many of his fellow officers and enlisted in Horath and elsewhere still were. And they had the damn battle moon. That was a big problem for someone. No doubt someone somewhere was shitting a brick over that right about now.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Amadeus frowned as he read the latest interview report from the spooks handling Ensign Puller. Really, they were overwhelmed. There was so much going-on on the ground that the spooks couldn't dedicate the time and resources to interview the Ensign and his team properly and as carefully as they’d like, not to mention thoroughly.

He had yet to meet the Ensign. That was about to change though. He'd caught a ship to the inner star system leaving Commodore Harris in charge of the jump point defense in his absence.

He nodded when the ensign came into the room. The ensign hadn't been briefed about who he was meeting. That last was obvious from the young man's suddenly stiffening up as he came to attention. "Sir, Ensign Puller reporting for duty, sir!"

"At ease, Ensign," the admiral rumbled.

The ensign took on a parade rank stance. The admiral hid a smile. "So, had an interesting wake up?"

"Yes, sir. Honestly, sir, I didn't know what was going on. We bought the enemy's story hook, line, and sinker."

Amadeus's brown eyes narrowed at the use of enemy.

"Sir, if you knew what it was like during the Xeno war, you'd understand. We were all pulling together. I didn't know," the ensign said. He shook his head and then settled himself. "I realize that's not much of an excuse to some."

"Nor much of a defense and for the record," Amadeus accessed his implants and pinged the ensign with an IFF flash.

He watched the ensign's eyes go wide. He couldn't help but smiled bitterly. "So you see, we are both sleepers. I too woke up in a nightmare. The difference is, Admiral Irons was there and got us out," he stated.

"Admiral Irons, sir?"

"Admiral John Henry Irons, another sleeper. He's currently our CNO and acting president of the Federation."

The ensign whistled softly.

"You are going to go meet him."

"Sir?"

"I'm having you, your team, and this Lieutenant Selma Ghanna shipped to the capital by courier. Obviously with tight quarters, you'll have to go in stasis."

The ensign winced but then nodded. "Thank you for telling me, sir."

"Honestly though, you didn't have a single inkling about their true nature?" Amadeus asked, clearly curious.

Miceal sighed. "Sir, they are good. They kept us busy. They fed us a pretty good story. I say story now because now I know it's BS. I started to get feelings like something was hinky, but I never got much of a chance to act on it. I know a few of the team did too. The wool came off of our eyes when we were shipped here and found out about an attack. They tried to hook us with a cock and bull story about the Xenos controlling you but …," he shrugged.

"You didn't buy it?"

"No, sir."

"Your implants never went after you about being a prisoner?"

"A few times but they backed off," the ensign admitted. "I thought I'd play along until I figured out what was going on and then try to do something about it."

The Neochimp admiral nodded sagely. "Wise, otherwise you would have most likely ended up in a stasis tube again or in a situation you would have regretted."

"I'm already regretting the situation I'm in. I am sorry, sir. Truly I am."

The admiral nodded, noting the imploring look. "Understood. It doesn't make up for what you did, but it's a start. Save the rest for any defense you and your attorney will have to mount though."

"Aye aye, sir," the ensign said quietly.

"Do you have anything left? Anything you haven't told us I mean? Anything that you've thought of since your interviews and never got a chance to bring up? It doesn't matter how small."

The ensign frowned. "We woke up in stasis in their home star system, sir. Like I said, they spoon-fed us their cover story and kept us insulated. I spent a lot of time in the yard working on various projects." He shook his head. "I should have known something was up when I only saw humans!" His mouth writhed in a silent partial curse.

Amadeus nodded again.

"I can tell you they are pulling out all the stops to get ships rebuilt and build new ones. I was consulted a few times on things. They had me use my replicator keys a few times until they were used up."

Amadeus made a note.

"I've got generic keys left. I guess that and my general knowledge was why they shipped us here?" Amadeus cocked his head. "I'm just guessing, sir. They never said much other than that we were needed."

Amadeus nodded. "You go where you are sent."

"Yes, sir."

"All right, Ensign, if you can think of anything else, don't hesitate to let us know."

"I will, sir," the ensign said. He held out his hand. The admiral looked at it and then extended his own. "Good luck, sir. I know they've got a lot of big ships in Horath. They did ask a lot about hyperdrive tech. I just remembered that."

Amadeus nodded and made another note. "Good to know. Keep it up, Ensign."

"Aye aye, sir." The ensign came to attention and saluted. Amadeus returned the salute and then quietly watched the young man depart with mixed feelings.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commander Briggs limped into the wardroom and nodded to his people. They had long since learned not to pop to attention when he entered. Sometimes he just came in to get the latest dump. Sometimes it was to stretch his gimpy leg and show his face.

The Marines were great, but they were not a formal force. They were scratch built from ship companies that had already been at half strength. They had modern gear though and held the high ground so they were keeping a solid perimeter around the spaceport and cities.

There was still a lot of requests for him to take the governorship. He still refused. He had no intention of being bogged down with that and making himself an open target.

He looked over to Smith 4. The kid was one of his best recon specialists. He had refused to get his hand regenerated, stating it looked better that he didn't have the hand. It was true; the kid had come up with an elaborate story of how he'd lost it to the Feds and was bitter over it. He'd only had to use it once when he'd been stopped by the enemy.

The enemy was being steadily pushed back. Natives who had switched sides were securing some of the cities. Marine patrols were out regularly. He was still focused on the enemy though and their leadership. This "General K" was turning out to be a tougher nut to crack than he'd expected.

"The fight's far from over. It's barely getting started. Don't let your guard down."
  


 



Chapter 3
 

Protodon

Brigadier General Valenko Kodiak received his movement orders to go to Dead Drop in the next convoy when his new command ship arrived. He was to be joined by an army division as well as supporting forces. The other divisions would be invading Dead Drop. His was designated for Garth, though General Pendeckle's Second Division might join him if Dead Drop turned into a dud. "About time." He waved to his staff. "Come come! We have some planning to do."

There was a good-natured groan from some of his staff.

"You have a better idea?" he rumbled. A few heads shook. "Ah, good then. I need the latest intelligence extracts on Dead Drop. Set up a system to draw on them right up until we get underway. I believe there is an ansible in B-95a3 but not another until Dead Drop itself since the navy took the one down in Dd001ns."

"We're going to Dead Drop not SNHH?"

"Aye. SNHH can be bypassed; it seems the powers that be agreed with me finally on that. Dead Drop will be tricky. Garth I hear is a mess. Make sure you draw briefs on both. We may find ourselves moving on to Garth as well."

"Understood, sir."

"Then let's get moving."

He frowned though. He'd gotten his command ship but the cadre was delayed. Pity about that. He might see them catch up and pass his unit in transit or they might follow him in. Hopefully, he'd get to see his old friends soon.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Dead Drop

Engineering Commodore I'r'll turned all four of her eye stalks on the planet Dead Drop below. The Horathians hadn't left her much to work with. She'd done what she could in Second Fleet's absence though. A modest orbital industry had replaced what had been scuttled. Three stations were in orbit of the planet. Satellites covered the planet and star system. Her people had just put the finishing touches on a basic repair slip. Their supply of fuel was assured by a trio of gas giant refinery platforms and a fuel depot in orbit of the gas giant. A second was currently being built in orbit of Dead Drop itself.

When the Veraxin finished processing her files she read the report on the battle once more. Garth's infrastructure had been shredded, but there was still a lot left including lunar colonies. A lot of what the Horathians had rebuilt had been taken intact. There were also ships there to rebuild. She decided a move to Garth made sense; it made a better location for a naval base since it was on the frontline. There was nothing much for her to work with in Dead Drop. She got clearance from the Admiralty to change her station and put a call in to the courier that they would have a few extra passengers for their return journey.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

First Lieutenant Salim Red read the change of station orders and then sat back heavily. So, that was it. Commodore I'r'll was abandoning Dead Drop to go to Garth and better pickings there. In a way he wished her the best of luck. Unfortunately, it left him and his command rather high and dry.

Oh, they'd still get support, and according to a recent copy of the shipping schedule, General Pendeckle and Colonels Bear and Aberdy were en route with their divisions to relieve him. The army's Sixth and Seventh Divisions were en route as well. General Kodiak and Fourth Division were en route, but they would most likely pass through Dead Drop on their way to Garth. That was good. But it meant he was all alone until the cavalry turned up.

The good news was that the intel from the Neos and the Rainbow resistance cell had allowed his small scratch force of Marines to take out a lot of the organized Horathian resistance. They had some issues in the cities and towns, but there were no signs of organized resistance in the hinterlands.

Of course, that was usually when all things went to hell. And, when word of the navy's pulling out got to the natives, they'd certainly have an excuse to get restless. The locals who had been won over to their side would get justifiably nervous. The supporters of the Horathians might get embolden to try something frisky.

He wrote a note to his people warning them of that—not that they wouldn't figure it out on their own.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore I'r'll noted the last shuttle lift from Dead Drop just as she boarded the courier. She had left the blueprints for the additional work in the system with the picket force engineers—not that she expected them to do much. They would have their hands full running and maintaining their ships.

Still, it would be nice to see them put a few more modules together on the station or do something to improve the spaceports groundside.

Her courier was the last to leave; she'd left it a bit overlong to wrap-up some paperwork and to allow the crew to get some additional liberty. Not that they could do much with only a few safe zones on the planet to play in.

The convoy of support ships were already en route to the jump point to Garth as was the Dora ansible transport. Of course her courier would outrun them all in hyper.

She had managed to confirm that she would be the senior engineering officer in Garth once she arrived. That was good; she wouldn't catch any flack from anyone else. She had managed to download the engineering goals from Antigua. They had also given her a budget. She would need to spend the trip to Garth working out her priorities. Hopefully by the time of her arrival, she'd have a plan in place.

And hopefully, the yahoos of the regular fleet hadn't blown up anything she needed before she got there.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lu Chu'ng Hock, aka Rainbow 4, shook his head as he heard another complaint. "Look, Mrs. Patterson, I get it. I do. But it's not up to me or you. And I know you are upset. But I have to tell you, I'm really rather busy," he said, indicating the desk. As one of the resistance, he'd been tapped to help reform the government. His skills at leadership and business began and ended with his involvement with his family's line of restaurants though. He was feeling a bit overwhelmed by the project.

Mrs. Patterson sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with a hanky. "It's just, I had such grand plans!"

"I know," he said with a nod. "And you can still fulfill them, but it will take a bit longer to achieve them. Keep working on your goals. We're still going to get support from the Federation government to rebuild."

"We are?" she asked, looking up at him with sudden dawning hope. He tried to ignore the sight of greed in her green eyes too.

"Yes," he said with a nod. He didn't like being beholden to any government. None of the others in the government did either, but they weren't going to turn the charity down either.

"My late husband did a great job with his furniture and picture frame business …," Mrs. Patterson waved a hand.

"I bet he did. You said you are rebuilding it and looking to export?" he asked as he went and got her a cup of tea.

She nodded as he handed it to her. "Such a polite boy," she murmured, relaxing. "I'd planned to do enough business to export some of our goods. Dead Drop has plenty of trees, and I'm employing dozens of people …"

Lu nodded. That was certainly true and the main reason he's been forced to put up with the sniveling woman and get her to calm down and sort herself out.

"I was even exploring some light fixture designs. There is a lot of call for plastics and glass, but I know some contacts in the glass blowing business I can work with," she said. "But the nonsense over all the restrictions!" she waved a helpless hand, nearly spilling her tea.

"I'm sure you'll work your way through them. There are automated systems to help," he said.

"But, I thought that was where you came in?" she asked, lower lip quivering.

"I am supposed to oversee a small part of the rebuilding of businesses. I am still learning the finance side," he admitted. What he really wanted to do was to be in the military. But someone in the Federation State Department had pushed for him to be utilized on his homeworld for the time being.

He'd tried to complain, but he'd been quietly counseled to go with the flow for the moment and not make waves or future enemies.

"It's also this stupidity over incandescent lights over LEDs. And scanning? Security checks? Import and export fees?" she shook her head. "Taxes?"

He frowned. "I'm not sure about the lights," he said with a helpless shrug. The rest are a part of exporting or importing goods I believe." He pulled up the files and then nodded. "Yes. Everything has to pass through a security screening. They scan the goods. There are lists of goods that are banned."

She nodded.

"The fees are normal. We're discussing fees for our world too to help pay for the rebuilding," he said.

She blinked and pursed her lips. He could tell from her set expression she wasn't pleased over that news.

"Not a lot," he said hastily. "A half credit or less depending on the item. There are no export fees I believe, at least, not from us. And you don't have to pay import fees at ports where the goods pass through, just carriage and storage unless you go with a shipping company."

She nodded.

"Currently, we're one jump away from the frontlines, so we can't get much help from the growing Federation merchant houses. Once the front stabilizes in Garth, we'll be cleared for civilian traffic," he explained.

She nodded again.

"And, the merchant houses can help with the paperwork. You can negotiate with them through the ansible."

She frowned. "I don't like that. I don't like the idea of typing into that thing and trying to negotiate something so delicate. I mean it's so dry! So impersonal! We don't get to know each other, feel the other side out, make connections …." She shook her head.

"Well," he drawled cocking his head. "You could send someone to do the negotiating for you or if someone comes here wine and dine them here," he suggested.

She smiled brightly. "Such a devious boy," she gushed.

He chuckled at her charm.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Sri Savenan grimaced as he read the report. It would have been nice to get a bug in, but a third-hand account was the best he could get.

"So, they are pulling out. That's confirmed. But the Marines are coming in. So, we're going to be occupied," he said, looking at Ensign Jane Smith, his acting second-in-command.

She nodded as she brushed a bit of dirt and dandruff out of her short hair.

They had precious few officers and enlisted left in what some called the Horathian Resistance. Things were tight. They were still fighting but only harassing attacks. Asymmetrical warfare the lieutenant called it.

The Feds had proven time and time again that there was no way to directly confront them and win. Which meant they were forced to go to ground and try other methods of making themselves felt.

"The idea of sending nasty packages in their mail is out," he said, turning to Sergeant Barnes. The sergeant raised an eyebrow. "According to this," the lieutenant tapped the handwritten report from their spy in the Paterson company. "They scan everything."

"We might find a way around it," the sergeant rumbled, tucking an arm against his chest and rubbing his goatee.

Sri ignored the thoughtful look and the goatee. All of his people, especially the men, were looking decidedly scruffy these days. The ladies lacked makeup; the men had stopped shaving. He was tempted to call them on it, but the beards kept them a bit warmer in winter and were useful to help blend in to the population.

"Where are we with the resupply?"

"We're managed to get a few more civilian firearms. Also that raid on that police depot last month," Jane reported. "Most of those were stunners and nonlethals though as you know," she said.

Sri grimaced but then nodded.

"If they are pulling out, people are going to be scared. We can use that," Sergeant Jinx stated. He was still a bit battered from the aborted spaceport attack. "We've got a small window before their real heavy forces come in and finish the job. The question is, do we act or do we hide and wait?"

"I don't think the navy is going to come and save our sorry asses anytime soon," Corporal Siller growled. He glanced at the two officers. "No offense."

"None taken. I happen to agree with you; the navy has other concerns," Sri stated mildly. "If Garth has truly fallen, the enemy is only a few jumps away from the homeworld itself."

"So, what do we do? Play our part and get martyred? They'd never even know we did it for them, if we were to do so," Sergeant Jinx said. "Or look after our own and play the long game?"

"I want to know a bit more about what we're up against before I make that decision. But for the moment we play the long game. Keep gathering resources and intelligence and look for a weak link in their chain we can exploit," Sri stated firmly.

The others around the room reluctantly nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ten days after the courier that brought the news of Garth's fall came a second courier arrived with news of the battle of the H001 jump point and Renee Mayweather's death. The little ship transmitted her IFF and then began uploading her logs and dispatches to the ansible. She just missed the departure of the convoys and Commodore I'r'll's courier.
  


 



Chapter 4
 

Antigua

Sometimes it sucked to be the CNO as well as the president and the secretary of war, especially times like this when he was called to discuss their war preparations in a closed-door Senate hearing.

He could have had the discussion in White Station. But they wanted the discussion on the record. He was fairly certain they just wanted to pull rank and remind him of the equality of the branches of government.

He had no problem with that—no problem at all. He had planned on releasing more and more power to the legislative branch as they rebuilt it. But they weren't quite there yet. They were far from a full galactic quorum. Sometimes he had to remind them of that. Until they had the full quorum, he would continue to exercise his emergency powers if necessary.

For the moment though, he decided to play nice and stick to answering their questions.

The root issue was money. More than one senator and congressman wasn't happy about how much money was going to the military. Many saw that money going to waste now that they were winning the war. They wanted that money to go to their homes to turn them into palaces and such.

Only a few played lip service to the idea that their freedom to want those things was bought and paid for by the very war machine they saw themselves in competition with.

He was polite as Senator Opie Merkoski, an up-and-coming senator from Hidoshi's World set the tone of the hearing. It was clear that the senator was a bit exasperated by the number of ships in the various fleets. Most likely he was the reason behind the hearing. Admiral Irons knew that some had pushed for an open hearing, but since they might be discussing sensitive material, he'd insisted on a closed-door hearing.

"How much more? You realize they cost real credits, right Admiral? Not just the ships, but the equipment, the manpower …"

"And the training, and the support structure, yes, Senator, I know this. I've been around the block a few decades," the admiral stated, taking some of the sting out of that statement with an ever-so-brief smile. "The answer is, as much as necessary. More is better. More means we can overwhelm the enemy. More means we won't be underestimating them hopefully. More means we have more defense in depth. More means we can free up resources and ships to defend strategic areas, locking them down and preventing the enemy from passing through to hit us from behind. More means we can send ships to different locations to do more things."

"What about after? What happens to these pretty ships after the war is finished? Didn't I read somewhere that the battle fleets won't be needed and you'll have to build thousands of cruisers to patrol the galaxy?"

"What about it? We're not there yet," the admiral stated. "Right now we've got two paths ahead of us. The first is a frontal assault right behind their Retribution Fleet. A frontal assault will be a brutal slugging match. They have orbital fortresses and their star system is stuffed with war material they've stolen from across the galaxy. Thousands, quite possibly hundreds of thousands of people, will die to take that star system."

More than one senator looked aghast at that announcement.

"We obviously don't have that now nor do we want to send our people into such a holocaust without softening the enemy up. That means we need to blockade them while preparing for a siege."

"And how do you propose to do that?"

"A blockade works on several levels. First, we'll have to place mines in hyperspace to kill their ships. And we'll have to have defenses where we expect them to come out in hyper if they get past the mines," the admiral stated.

"The idea is to bottle them up and contain them while we forge the final weapons needed to finish them off," the admiral stated. "By bottling them up, we'll cut them off from resources from outside their star system. But they'll become more determined than ever to break the blockade and reestablish that contact while also going on the offense," he stated.

He looked away for a long moment. After a few throat clearings from his audience, he turned back to them. "The problem with a blockade is that it is tempting to think the problem is solved," he said flatly. He could see a few vital signs react to that statement. "People want to forget about them, but they are still there. Still conspiring. Still building up their force in order to go back on the offensive. Meanwhile, our people have some breathing room. But they can't rest on their laurels either. We need to use that time wisely."

"I understand that," Senator Merkoski stated.

"What about the plague?" Senator Potts asked.

"We don't know if they sent a ship or ships out with it. But blockading them will mean stopping them from sending more or sending worse plagues out," the admiral stated.

Senator Potts shivered ever so slightly.

"For some it doesn't mean we can't stop more from coming out. There are ways for them to do that. But it does stop them from getting commands out. It stops ships and resources from going into them, thus strangling their supplies to their yard. They will only be able to draw on what they have in the system for support, material, and personnel as I said before."

"Unless someone can arrange a break-in, right?"

"Highly unlikely. Unless they got the warning out that we're blockading them, they'll send dribs and drabs from Sigma, which we can hopefully deal with. Remember, they are slower than us in hyper. They are still playing catch-up."

"Ah."

Senator Pott's eyes flared. "That's right! We do run rings around them. So, we can use that, right?"

"We can and we are."

Senator Merkoski gave his colleague a quelling look and then returned to the admiral. "Back to the blockade …"

"It's to buy us time. Time to build up our Sunday punch, the weapon to knock out their defenses and force them to their knees with the minimum amount of casualties."

"And how do you propose to do that?"

"One step at a time, Senator. Starting with attritioning them and teaching them a few hard lessons. Breaking their will is a big factor. But we're back to the ships you asked about. In order to eventually end this once and for all, we need those ships. We need them and the sailors to man them."

"And the soldiers to die to take their world?"

"Hopefully not many will die. We're not at that point."

"Not yet at any rate," Senator Potts said.

"No, not yet."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Well! That didn't quite go as planned," Senator Potts said, glaring at Senator Merkoski.

"Settle down, Alicia, it's just round one of a very long battle," he said airily as he poured himself a drink. He offered her a drink, but she shook her head.

"I still want to know where all the money is going. My staff has been looking into the finances. We've been rubber stamping everything. Did you see how much discretionary funding the navy has? It's high. Very high."

"And it's going to get higher," Senator Merkoski said as he finished pouring himself a drink and then capped the bottle. He swirled it and then took a sip.

"Yeah, but I took an interest after that meeting with Professor Gwildor. He had a point, even a small fraction of that money could be used for a science vessel or for other things," she said, clearly annoyed.

Opie grimaced as he put his drink down. He didn't believe for a second that Alicia had any interest in a science vessel. She'd just latched onto the numbers. "How much is a lot?"

"A lot. We don't know where the money goes, just that he's spending it. We've got blocks," she said.

He frowned thoughtfully. "Send me the file. I'll have my people take a look. Maybe we can break it down. And maybe we can pry some information out of the good admiral about just where some of this money is going."

Alicia snorted. "Yeah, good luck with that."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons was finally feeling like he could relax. The hearing had gone relatively well. They really couldn't give him too much of a hard time when they'd just had a victory. There wasn't much of a point to do so in a closed-door hearing. They weren't going to be happy about the next step in the plan though, but too bad.

The first squadron of prowlers were nearly finished with their working-up exercises. They'd been outfitted and the first convoys were on route. He was nearly ready to release the squadron to begin their movement once their crews had some liberty. It was going to be a long sail to the front, and they deserved time with their families.

Some might not see them again.

"Admiral," Sprite said, surprising him.

"Sprite? What's up?" he asked as she appeared on his HUD. He frowned and closed the window to the shuttle so he could see her better. Her avatar wasn't smiling. "I thought that went well?"

"The usual spin is occurring. That's not the problem," she said.

He inhaled and then exhaled. "What is then?"

"We received a report from Dead Drop as you were in the hearing. I thought it best to sit on it until you were done."

He nodded slightly.

"A day after the battle of Garth the two fleets were on post-battle chores when an unexpected arrival came in. TF 2.4 was at the H002 jump point. The new arrivals arrived within weapons’ range, and the task force was outgunned."

"How bad?"

"Bad. They were hammered hard. The worst is that Shizoku was lost … with Commodore Mayweather."

He felt like he couldn't breathe for a moment. It was like a gut punch. He'd lost friends before, but you never got over that feeling, that instant shock and then anger and sadness. "Damn," he murmured.

"Yes, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Press Secretary Liobat felt like a very visible Cheshire cat as she listened to the reports of the news of the battle of Garth on all of the major media networks. So far so good, they were on top and handling the enemy again, keeping them on the defensive.

Now the hard part. Admiral Irons had already confirmed the order to stand-down again. Second and Fifth Fleet would stand on the defense in Garth until the next phase was ready to go. Some might argue that taking pressure off of Horath was a bad thing.

In a way, they were right. The enemy was going to have time to react, time to dig in. But they'd already had centuries of time to dig in. The Federation needed time to finish forging the weapons to break through that line.

She was wondering what else she could do to capitalize on that when she got a heads-up email. She frowned at it, but the alert level forced her to open it immediately.

Her feline eyes scanned the document and then closed in pain. So, their victory had just been tempered a bit. "Damn," she murmured.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Word of the attack was first sent out by classified email to the navy. It spread as various people talked about it. Monty consoled Nara and some of their other friends. In the morning Liobat announced the battle in a press conference and also announced a national day of mourning.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Knox News covered the Renee Mayweather memorial. Pete Knox ordered his people to be grudgingly respectful. He'd known Renee; she'd been a good woman, a good champion.

More than one reporter admitted that she had fought well for democracy. "Had she not fought, we would not be here now. A defender of the light has fallen. Let us honor her life and her sacrifice."

They also approved of the Senate's unanimous vote to award her and her unit the Medal of Valor for their sacrifice against overwhelming odds.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Skeletor received the news of the memorial but was in no position to take advantage of it. The timing was off for him, and it pissed him off to let it slide. First the failure of the assassination attempt, now this! He fumed, pacing and looking for a fresh target.

What he'd love to do was something highly public. But the more he watched the more he realized that the Empire was on the ropes, quite possibly done. Even if he could do something, what would it prove long term?

He needed to start considering his own long-term planning again.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons passed on the order to stand-down the fleets in Garth for the moment. He also ordered the long overdue promotions of Amadeus's staff. Getting the staff squared away will take some time. Getting a new staff in place and trained might take a bit longer.

One thing he did need to sort out was the A.I. situation. Second Fleet including her flag officers had been spared receiving personal A.I. That needed to change. Amadeus needed to get it sorted out. He could opt for a dumb A.I. if he wished, but he needed to get with the program. He had hospital ships on station with his fleet; they could finish the install and oversee the activation of the A.I.

The other flag officers would need their implants installed. He ordered a fresh courier to be dispatched with them. It would take several months, but eventually, they'd get that sorted out as well.

Once those orders and news were transmitted, he released the courier in Dead Drop to return to Garth.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Pyrax

Vice Admiral Phil Subert studied his drink. Word had gotten out about Renee. It was hitting some more than others. Irene Teague was a bit teary and quiet. Barry and Kamlia were subdued. He wasn't certain if he was feeling regret over the loss or not. Well, definitely regret. Irons was right; he'd been too hard on the woman. She'd taken command of the heavy cruiser without any formal training but fought brilliantly and valiantly. Along the way she'd shepherded a new generation into being, passing as much as she knew along the way while also running to seemingly hopeless battles.

The battle in Antigua for one. The battle in New Andres and B101a1 were others. She had screwed up in ET; she'd admitted it. He'd landed hard on her, perhaps too hard.

He exhaled noisily. What was done was done though; he couldn't change it. He could just … learn from it maybe. Learn and move on.
  


 



Chapter 5
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons was on hand to witness the ceremony showcasing the expansion of the various academies and military colleges on Antigua. Pyrax, Bek, ET, and Agnosta had multiple campuses, but none had been expanding as rapidly as the capital was. Nor were any of the others as up-to-date as the capital's.

Independent college campuses had been set up for engineering, navigation, tactical, ONI, command, flight, medical, Marines, and others. Instructors had been brought in from all over the sector or trained from scratch. The schools went so far as to have their own military boarding school and high school for students who put themselves on the track early. Many were children of officers or senior enlisted. High school and college ROTC were another path to an officer's career, but the Academy was quickly becoming the high mark for anyone to strive for in their initial military education.

Agnosta's military campuses were focused on the Marines and army and were expanding nearly as rapidly as the capital's were. Bek's campuses were limited to naval but were now expanding. Nuevo had a minor army war college, but it too was expanding.

He still believed firmly in merit-based promotions, but this was a step in the right direction. He spoke briefly at the ceremony and then attended the dog and pony show with Rear Admiral Cheech Lemans. He noted Matilda nearby. She grimaced, rolled her eyes, but then winked at him.

No doubt she'd been stuck as the admiral's XO doing the lion share of the prep work for the opening. Lemans had no interest in sharing credit directly with her. He snorted mentally but kept an attentive face as the head of the navigational school showed off their new toys. The Ssilli instructors had their avatars near but neither wanted to be an administrator. Their talents were better suited to showing new students how to apply their innate skills and refine their instincts while wedding them to hard lessons in math and science.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

On the shuttle ride back up to the station, Sprite remind him of one ongoing problem with BuSchools. "I'm sorry; I guess I took my eye off the ball with everything else going on. What's the problem again?"

"Admiral Lemans has refused to complete his flag officer implants, specifically the A.I. components. He is actively working with other flag and junior officers to circumvent the implant procedures."

The admiral's jaw worked. "Didn't I counsel him on this before? Wasn't he supposed to resign or retire?"

"You did, sir. And you've sent emails. Or, I should say I have in your place."

"And?"

"And, he was given a waiver from BUPERS for 'the good of the service.' It was a temporary waiver that they tried to renew before I denied it. Admiral Hill's doing."

"I see," the admiral said, working his jaw. It seems he needed to chat with Admiral Hill.

"He's had every manner of excuse on the matter. Everything from scheduling conflicts to colds. Apparently, the group who is resisting the order has a system. They know that if an officer has a cold a surgery is rescheduled since their immune system is down and their airways and lungs are compromised."

The admiral scowled. "Call him."

"Into your office or on the net?" Sprite asked, cocking her head in inquiry.

The admiral cocked his head as he considered that. "Call him here. I want him here in person. We need to get this sorted out once and for all."

"Aye aye, sir."

"Why didn't you bring this up when I was on the ground?"

"It was a positive experience in the eyes of the public, and I didn't want to ruin it or your reactions to it with a possible scandal."

He frowned. "Don't manage me like that, Sprite. I need to get in front of problems like this."

"You've been delaying problems like this. Admiral Sienkov's situation for one."

"That is getting better, isn't it?"

"Yes and no."

"Is he in counseling?"

"Yes. Couples’ therapy has helped his attitude but not hers."

"Frack." He rubbed his brow. "Okay, I'll talk to him again."

"I doubt it will help at this point, Admiral. And you have two new issues in your inbox."

He scowled bleakly and then exhaled. "Okay, table the Sienkov issue to a back boiler, and let's deal with them while we wait on Lemans to arrive."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Cheech Lemans wasn't happy about his current predicament. A brief email ordering him to White Station after the dog and pony show was ominous. All of his back channel checks had come up blank, which was even more ominous.

He wasn't sure what was going on initially. He was pissed at being called on the carpet; whatever it was could have waited until he was recovered from the whole dog and pony show. Was the admiral angry over something? No matter how he searched his mind he couldn't see a fault in his performance.

He'd even kept his hands off that damn annoying captain. He grudgingly admitted that she might not be academy trained but she was an able administrator and a good teacher. She still needed to go, but after getting his hand slapped there, he had been scrupulously careful with her from then on out.

Could he be up for a transfer? He wasn't sure. No, no doubt someone had run behind his back to the admiral while the admiral had been on the ground. He scowled. Yes, that was it, that bitch Matilda. He should have canned her ass long ago; he just didn't have the political points to do it yet. If not canned, then transferred out of his hair once and for all. He seethed all the way up on the shuttle ride to the White Station and through security, finding interesting ways to return any insult he was about to receive on whoever was responsible for it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons stood as Admiral Lemans entered the room. The door snicked softly closed behind him.

The visiting admiral marched up to his commander-in-Chief and came to attention. Admiral Irons nodded.

"Reporting for duty as requested, sir," Admiral Lemans stated.

"Admiral Lemans, I bet you are wondering why you are here," Admiral Irons said frostily. The lack of an invitation to sit or relax was a deliberate slap and a warning that this was official business.

"I noted there was no subject in the email, sir," the admiral stated.

"And I see you made good time," Admiral Irons stated.

Admiral Lemans smiled briefly. "When your boss says come, you don't let your feet hit the ground on the way, sir, not if you can help it," he said. He looked for an answering smile. When he didn't see it, he looked over the admiral's head. "Sir."

"You would have known what the subject matter was if you'd complied with my standing order and my direct order to you to get squared away. If you had then we wouldn't be holding this conversation at all," Admiral Irons said, hands together in front of him.

"Sir? I wasn't aware my performance was lacking in any way," Admiral Lemans said with a hint of alarm in his voice.

"All right, let's get into it. All flag officers are required to have an A.I. implant—an active A.I. adjunct and chief of staff. No exceptions. You've had all sorts of excuses, and you've delayed the install. I've run out of patience. I've given you your chance, and you've blown it, not once but several times."

Admiral Lemans flushed angrily. "It's just …"

"I'm not finished," Admiral Irons said in a cold arctic voice.

"Sir," Admiral Lemans said stiffly.

"You had your chance, and I'm done waiting. So, I'm giving you four options. One, you can accept a permanent reduction in rank to captain and take another assignment." He noted the man's blood pressure instantly increased over that slap. "Two, you can resign. Three, you can retire with full benefits. Or, finally, you can continue to refuse the lawful order and I'll have you court-martialed."

Admiral Lemans's jaw flexed. "Sir, I can do the job just fine without an A.I."

"I don't care. As a flag officer, we set the example. If you are willing to flout orders and the law, then others will try to do so as well. I'm done with playing nice. You aren't acceptable to me as a flag officer. So, I'm going to give you a moment to choose your path from here. If you don't, I'll do it for you."

"Can I request another assignment? A return to Bek?"

"All flag officers are getting A.I., no exceptions," the admiral growled. "So, you can resign, get demoted, or retire, and we'll ship you back to Bek."

Admiral Lemans's jaw worked for a moment as he thought about it. "I'll retire, sir."

"Your choice. Sprite?"

"Paperwork is in his inbox," Sprite stated.

"Good." Admiral Irons focused on the Bekian. "Fill it out and hand off your duties to your staff by tomorrow. I'll find a replacement I can work with," Admiral Irons stated. "We'll have a replacement for you within the week."

"Yes, sir," Lemans said stiffly.

"Dismissed," Admiral Irons said coldly.

"Horatio was right; that was long overdue," Admiral Irons said after his door had softly clicked shut behind the retiring admiral.

"You have a way of bending to try to accommodate your people. Sometimes it's for the good. Sometimes they and you need a swift kick in the pants," Sprite stated.

"Agreed, sir," Protector stated.

"I've no doubt this will get bandied about. Any ideas for a replacement?"

"Matilda is on the short list."

"Put her to the top. Ram her through to flag rank if you have to. I don't care who objects. Not anymore. The old boys club has had their way with the promotions board for entirely too long."

"Yes, sir."

"Make sure this is spread through scuttlebutt and let them know I mean business. We need to get everyone on board with implants."

"That's very good, sir, and long overdue as far as the Bekians are concerned. There has been a lot of criticism from those who see you as letting them get away with not following a standing order and criticism from the other side for not giving them more time to adapt and get over a lifetime of bias."

"Then that should mollify some of the critiques of how I run things or at least put a spike in some guns," Admiral Irons stated. "The rest better damn well learn to fall in line."

"You are kidding, right? Nepotism anyone?" Sprite asked with a laugh.

"Yeah, thought not," the admiral sighed with a rueful shake of his head. "Whoever said I wanted this job needs their head examined."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Montgomery studied the report. Yorgi was right, the Shield team looked good on paper. He wanted to ship them to the front, but the admiral had already earmarked them for several other missions.

He turned to another report and grimaced. He had been on the short list to full flag rank but had been “passed over with regrets.” No other explanation had been given. The officers on the board had all been Bekian officers he didn't know.

He didn't care about getting another star. He did care about the bias he'd heard was creeping into things. And he knew there was going to have to be some sort of reckoning and soon.

He noted Lemans' abrupt retirement announcement with a lifted brow. When he checked the scuttlebutt about the retirement, he whistled softly. Apparently, Admiral Irons wasn't fooling around.

He guiltily checked his own status. He had the flag rank implant package, but he had no A.I. Could that be an excuse for being passed over?

Whatever the cause he decided he needed to put it to rest and get his own situation sorted out. He put a call in to Nara to get it sorted out soon.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Every few months, when he had the time, Admiral Irons held a public discussion. It usually took the form of an open forum, sometimes on the net, but from time to time it was a before a live audience at an auditorium or college campus.

He didn't care for the public speaking part and fielding the same old questions got old. Some questions he couldn't quite frankly answer because of an ongoing investigation or because the subject was sensitive.

The latest event was televised. He'd been told that the moderator was supposed to be the Government Studies class professor, but he'd bowed out in favor of a reporter at the last minute.

The admiral had realized he'd been set up for an ambush but decided to take his lumps. If it got too contentious, he'd have Protector activate a trap door program that would allow him to pull out on the grounds he had some matter to attend to.

So far though things were going well. They stuck to the usual questions. Most of them could have been answered by the FAQ on the administration's website but some people just wanted a live response. He was aware that some of it was to test his own knowledge base of the subject matter too though.

He was asked about April and finally decided to respond since her case was no longer in the court. She had finished testifying and had moved on.

"Miss O’Neill’s case … that was a hard decision. For a long time, I've refused to answer since it was an active and ongoing investigation. It was also highly personal and quite frankly, painful to me." He paused with a frown. "I thought she would be someone special. For a long time, she was. I bet a lot of you noted how Knox News has done a 180 on me. Pete can't help being a person, being human. He was hurt and angry, and I became his target. Fine. It isn't fair, but life isn't fair. I'll deal with it."

"April was my friend. And yes, she was far more than that. ONI found out through various sources that there had been a second assassin on Destiny when I was traveling aboard it. She was there as a part of the Information Guild. She was the spy, the passive member of the duo who was assigned to befriend me and to make me vulnerable."

He grimaced in pain. "And she did her job. I was alone. Lonely, hurting and she took advantage of that. What she didn't realize was that her partner was ruthless. When she realized April was getting too close, she set April up as well."

He shook his head in remembered pain. "She should have died there. My implants were still coming online when the plasma conduit burst. They protected most of me, but I extended them to save her. She was placed in stasis after being stabilized."

He shook himself. "Anyway, ONI figured out who she really worked for. I think Pete is still coming to terms with that. April told him herself, face-to-face." He shook his head. "In the course of investigating April and others, we found links to the Information Guild, Thieves Guild, Assassin's Guild, and others. You name some crime, and there is probably a guild for it."

"So it was a bonanza of information," the moderator stated.

"Exactly." The admiral paused and took a sip of water.

"That leads us to Mister Byrans," the moderator stated, turning as an assistant held a microphone to a young man. "You have a question for the president?"

"Yes," the young man said nervously, bobbing a nod. "I was wondering, we heard about the Assassin's Guild and that they were using an ansible network. Why did you have it destroyed?"

The admiral smiled. "Good question. I wrestled with it for months," he admitted. "You have to understand the background of his question," he said, turning to the audience. "He's not wrong to ask it. I'm still being asked why by some senior members of various local governments. They thought we could preempt the system for our own uses."

He shook his head as there was a rustle.

"You have to understand, the network was dedicated to pass on information for the Guilds. They knew where the ansibles were, how to communicate with them, and how to destroy them or cut one out of the circuit with a computer command."

He grimaced. "But there is something to be said in counterintelligence that you always leave an enemy spy networks communications intact. You monitor it, but you don't interfere unless they are passing on something that will severely impact the war effort. Instead, you find out through various means who are the sources of their information and flip them or cocoon them. You see, if you cut that communication line, they can always activate another, one you aren't aware of."

"So, didn't they do that?" the young man asked.

"It's possible. But," the admiral held up his index finger, "we did our research first. The ansibles were old, built before the Xeno war. They were placed in dens of criminal activity. Hotspots in this and other sectors. I won't go into too much detail about what we found but I will impart a bit of knowledge to you."

He smiled when the audience rustled a bit. He let them settle down and then continued.

"We know from accident that there was one in ET. One of our ships detected the platform. That gave us one of their platforms. We mapped their network through that one and know where others were, for instance, Konohagakure, Hinata, and …," He paused for a moment, "Horath."

The audience instantly erupted into murmurs over that revelation.

He nodded, surveying them. "So, the enemy had a conduit to get information from us. We are more open about our information," he indicated the forum and the moderator and then the cameras around them. "This is going to be broadcast across the Federation. It has relevant information in it. But there are also minor news broadcasts, everything from news coverage of a ship's launching ceremony to deployments of our forces that the enemy could use. The news agencies were broadcasting this to every star system. That included ET."

"So it was to protect us?" Mr. Byrans asked.

The admiral nodded. "Once we knew that, we had to act to end the threat. Which was why I authorized ONI and the navy to act as it did to spike the enemy's computers and their ansible."

He shook his head. "Look, I know some people are saying I did it because I didn't want a competitor. That is not true. I've repeatedly stated that any news agency which wishes to purchase and set up their own ansible network are free to do so. I stand by that promise. I am all about free press," he stated.

There was a smattering of applause from the group. It grew into a surge and then ebbed as the moderator signaled for quiet. "Thank you, Mr. Byrans. Now, Admiral, another question from our audience …"
  


 



Chapter 6
 

Horath

Admiral Rico shook his head as he watched the news. Apparently, someone in the administration was planning some grand bullfight using Taurens like Spanish bulls. The humans would fight on horseback with spears, capes, and swords. The media outlet even had a CG piece of a Tauren charging some brave stupid fool.

He shook his head. No doubt some idiot had come up with the idea before the massacre, and they were now running with it. When they switched to an announced plan to use a series of Taurens to perform as minotaurs in an ever changing maze for prisoners, he got disgusted.

The prisoners were supposed to be condemned people. Obviously, someone hadn't thought that one through. Did they realize that they were going to show Taurens able to fight back and actually kill humans? That plan should have been nixed.

"Someone has a glut on Taurens it looks like," his chief of staff stated. "Do you think all of the bread and circuses will distract the public for long?" Admiral Lewis Post asked. Admiral Rico frowned thoughtfully. "We're doing this to keep them happy and under control while the Feds are at the gates demanding an accounting."

"True."

"And the rioting and crackdowns are only getting worse. It hasn't made the news but it's all over the web if you know where to look. II can't keep up with the crackdowns on it. It's a perpetual downward cycle—one we're on the losing side of. Eventually something has to break."

His boss gave him an almost whimsical smile. "But it hasn't yet."

Admiral Post shook his head. "No, I suppose it hasn't. You wanted to see me about something?"

"Yes, we need to work on the fortresses. We've been updating them but now we need a better plan to defend them. And the emperor wants a status report on our forces as well as the water dwellers." He grimaced. "I think something is brewing there, but he hasn't let the other shoe drop yet so I'm in the dark."

"And we both hate that. Okay, well, we've just gotten a new appropriation for an emergency refit of the fortresses. Pity the one we requested for Garth got dropped," Lewis said sarcastically.

His boss flicked a hand as if to deflect the sarcasm.

"Sorry. Okay, we have the money coming but there are strings. The lords want inspections and want assurances that the line will hold."

Rico snorted. "I wish I could give them to them with a straight face," he muttered. "Okay, go on?"

"Right. We've got to shift a few priorities around with industry to make this work. We've already tapped a lot of our industrial reserve. But your friend pointed out that we have some untapped industry in the boneyard and prize yards."

"Friend?"

"Captain Varbossa."

"Ah. An email I missed?"

"Quite probably. She did a bit of digging into the various reservations and boneyards. She couldn't make any headway with the fighters, so I let her run with it. Apparently, she found something over the weekend and wants to investigate."

"Have her look into that. Give her a modest budget and staff and see what she can come up with," Admiral Rico stated. "Her hunches tend to pay off so I'm willing to take the risk."

Lewis blinked and then made a note on his tablet. "I thought you'd say that, so I already did the preliminary work. It just needs your signature," he said, pushing the tablet over to his boss.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"You have something, Baron? Countess?" the emperor demanded. "You know who tried to kill my son?"

Someone had tried to kill his youngest son Kevin while the teenager had been moving between the Academy prep school and the spaceport to return home to the palace. Kevin had survived but only just barely.

Piotr was still seething over that massive breach in his family's safety and security. That someone could get that close to killing one of them said very bad things about his control over the empire. It also said bad things about his security allowing that to happen.

His son was okay. The boy was a bit rattled but that might do him some good long term. A little paranoia was good for anyone in their life. Paranoids had real enemies, and if they took their eyes off of their enemies, they usually ended up dead.

"We have a few leads. Imperial Intelligence has traced transactions to the palace, your highness."

"The palace?" the emperor demanded, staring at the baron.

Baron Ghadaffi nodded.

"And no one stopped it?"

"The transmissions were encrypted. We traced them from the other end, sire, from looking at the shooters and tracing their lives and who they spoke with. We only confirmed the palace connection this morning."

"You are telling me, someone here was behind the attack on my son?" the emperor demanded dangerously, right index finger stabbing the armrest of his throne meaningfully.

"We aren't sure. Someone could have created a virus to make us think that. But all leads point in this direction, yes, sire," Countess Newberry stated. "Our best cyber security people are looking into it now."

"Someone here. In my palace."

The possessive pronoun wasn't lost on the baron or countess. "Yes, sire." The investigator didn't look like he was at all happy about admitting it.

"You have a suspect list I presume?"

"We do. We know where everyone was at the time each of the messages were sent. We're running down leads now. So far we haven't found a prime suspect."

"But you are eliminating some, correct?"

"Yes, sire, to some degree."

"Someone here. A member of my staff."

The baron coughed in his hand. "What?" the emperor demanded.

"Or a family member, sire," the baron said without meeting the emperor's eyes.

The emperor fumed for a moment as he tried to run down who would do such a thing. "Is Catherine on that list?"

"No, sire. She was not here at the time of either message."

"But you said it could have been a virus? Could it have been timed to have been sent out when she wasn't here?"

"It's theoretically possible," the baron said slowly. "We can check that angle, sir. But all other leads are to suspects on the ground. I mean, we didn't see any message traffic going to and from space."

"And that means what exactly?"

"She spends most of her time in space, sire," Countess Newberry interjected. "Usually under the eyes of II and others at all times."

"As do the royal family."

"Most, sire."

"Most?"

"Some demand privacy. Such as yourself, your wife, your mother, and a few others," the baron stated.

"Well, I can safely say I wasn't behind the attack on my son nor my wife," the emperor said. Suddenly the implications of the attack began to come to him. One, it could have been his wife since the attack had obviously failed. It could have been a Machiavellian plot to give his youngest son sympathy. Or, it could have been his mother.

Slowly he nodded ever so slightly as that conclusion drew additional weight. Yes, indeed. His mother was known for pruning the family tree of undesirable limbs. He'd have to do some judicious probing to be sure though. It could have been a test of her grandson too. Or it could have really been a rival family. If they took out his heirs, then he would be vulnerable.

He frowned pensively over that thought. If he had no heirs, one of the other families might make a play on him and his position. He was … vulnerable due to the war. He hated to admit that, but it was true. Any one of the ruling families could be playing the long game, picking off his heirs as opportunities arose. Once they were gone, they could take him out and then power would fall to one of them.

He grimaced mentally. It could be that scenario. Or, it could be internal politics. Either way he needed to check his security once more. Not just his own security but also that of his children.

"Okay, keep on it," he said. "Keep me posted on where your investigation leads," he ordered.

"Yes, sire."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Jezebel met with Khali while getting her hair done at her salon. It was a rare honor for people to be invited into her presence while she was getting a makeover, the Dowager Empress preferred to maintain an impeccable public profile.

The Dowager Empress studied her youngest granddaughter and then sent the staff to the back room for a moment. "Come here, sit with me a moment, dearie," she said, indicating the chair beside her. Once her granddaughter had taken a seat, she smiled indulgently. "I hear you are quite the little schemer, young lady."

"What, Grams? Whatever do you mean?" the girl asked, giggling. She was nervous. No doubt her grandmother had sensors monitoring her vital signs. There was just the right note of approval in the woman's voice to make her believe Grams approved though.

"Oh, you can't fool me," the old woman said, pretending to be soft and playful. "I know you are coming into your own as a woman, especially a Ramichov woman."

"Maybe a little," Khali said, twirling a finger in her hair.

"How goes the investing?" her grandmother asked, placing her hands on her knees.

"Well, I had a few issues and a setback but I think I can recoup my losses. You were right; it is a learning process," Khali said. "And, sometimes even a loss is a gain in other ways you don't expect," she said with a mild smile. That was true enough; Kevin was leaning on her more than ever.

Her grandmother smiled as well as she laid back in the chair. "I have faith in you granddaughter. I know you will succeed as long as you temper your enthusiasm and don't let it get the best of you." She indicated her staff could return. "Do be a good lass and give my granddaughter a light trim. She needs to look her best," the woman said.

"Thank you, Grandmother," Khali said, pretending to simper a little in pleasure while she hid her annoyance. As if she needed a trim!

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Piotr toured the central yard and then paused. His favorite haunt was always the capital ships and for obvious reasons. There was so much strength and power wrapped up in those ancient hulls.

But some weren't so ancient. Some were new, but the process of building them had slowed or even stalled.

His bitter eyes fell on several. Conquer he was particularly bitter over. The choice of name alone hit a nerve given the shifting tides of war.

Emperor's Fist was a grand name as was the Supremacy, Ultimatum, Malevolence, Harbinger, and Expedient. But they had only a few other capital ships laid down after that. He used his fingertips to move the drone to the next slip. Ravager and Eclipse were barely a single grand block each. They had been stalled. When the pirate lords had been briefed on the recent battles, they'd insisted on backing the Admiralty's shifting priorities to carriers.

His lips twisted in an angry snarl. Rico was right but the minor betrayal still bothered him.

He moved over to some of the other ships. Baldric was there as was Terminus, Scythe, and Arkangel. But then another slip had been preempted from building to repairs and refits. That bothered him, especially when he noted that it was a Guardsman class destroyer. A tin can was holding up a slip meant for a capital ship? He intended to have words with his admirals over that!

She wasn't alone in the slip though; three other ships were there. He could make out the lettering on the bow of one, Kopis. The other was Jambiya. Both were half torn down.

His lip curled in disgust. There were Gather ships in the slips downstream too, all cruisers. Red Tide, Asskicker, Bastido, Hot and Spicy, Spiked Drink—they made him sick and disgusted. What were his people doing? Those ships were old! Old and unreliable!

His fists clenched and unclenched.

He turned his attention to a couple of other ships. He typed in an inquiry, and the drone feed cut and then a new one cut in.

A Star Hopper class yacht was nearby; she was being used to transport people apparently. She should be used as a courier but she might have hyperdrive issues. He wasn't sure, nor did he care.

He did care about Obedience, Devastator, and Perilous in the boneyard. Those three ships should be in the slips, not the pathetic cruisers and destroyers! They should be the ships his people should be rebuilding!

His fist clenched and then tapped the armrest once.

Apparently, there was some work going on with a Forager class mining ship. Again, his people had their priorities mixed up. No wonder they were losing the war for him!

He went back to Conquer. The ship's name no longer fit. He chose another one, Defiance. He tried it out in his head and then selected another ship and renamed it Vengeance.

Each of the prior names of new construction had been chosen ages ago, some by him. He knew it and resented it. They were just names now though, so he could change it. Let his people figure out the paperwork later.

Names, names chosen to be the showcase of imperial might and power were just empty threats now. It bothered him. It bothered him a lot, and he didn't like it. He scowled. Something had to be done. Somehow, they had to get back on the winning side.

And soon.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Elvira Varbossa noted the extra security at the central yard and sighed internally No doubt it was the emperor; the brass usually kept things low key in their virtual checkups. This one wasn't quite virtual though; drones were being used. The time lag and resources wasted were typical of the brass.

The emperor was a different story; he wasn't even on hand. He was touring the yard virtually, but the prigs in charge were so worried about something happening while the emperor was looking they'd ordered a slowdown. Which caused all sorts of headaches and threatened to snowball into a tangled mess.

Fortunately, she was out of it for the most part since she was mainly in R&D these days. Her job, no, her new job on top of all of the other jobs was to look into the boneyard for a couple of the ships she'd noted there.

Part of the Empire's problem was that they weren't investing in their support infrastructure. They weren't expanding it; they were relying on what they had on hand or what the fleet of ships came in with or, relying on convoys from outside of the home star system.

No support ships were under construction. Every slot in the yard was taken up by a warship. But a fleet didn't fly without parts, fuel, and the like. The current support fleet was saturated and actually overworked and near collapse. They needed more ships in other words but didn't have the time to build them.

Which was where the boneyard ships came in. One of them was a Forager class mining ship. No doubt she'd been partially stripped and any replicators would most likely be useless but she was still there. A lot of the ship's big heavy equipment was most likely still on board. Her people tended to take small items of value not big mass hogs. A rock grinder wasn't something someone normally valued. She did though because it might give them another ore processing center, one they could use somehow.

The ship could be parked in the belt and used. Or, if her engines worked, she could move around under her own limited power. She didn't need a hyperdrive; they just needed it in the home system. The less they invested in the project to get it going the better. She could dig up old parts to get her up and running or upgrade her in time. But first they needed to see what she'd found and if they were worth investing time and resources in.

She didn't know what could be made of the two ships but it bore investigating. Maybe even a couple of the freighters might be of use too. Anything that could add to their near saturated industry was a good thing in her eyes. Along the way it might prove fruitful for Catherine.

Her cheeks heated in a brief familiar heat at the thought of her lover and friend. She wasn't sure where they were going with their relationship, but she was starting to truly enjoy it. Was it the thrill of danger? Of sneaking around? Both of those things did add a sort of zest to it all. She knew eventually it might all come out. When was a big question.

It could also make her a target. That was a scary thought.

She grimaced and then shook herself as the cutter pilot indicated they were on final approach to the first ship.

She didn't need to do the ride along personally but she wanted out of the office. She had no intention of boarding the ships, but she wanted a hands-on and mark one eyeball view of the ships to judge the potential project for herself.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine crossed her arms as she watched the pieces coming into place. Not just in her grand plan, but also physically she noted, watching pieces of what was reported to be a Colossal class battle moon being manipulated by dozens of tugs. The remnant was just a small piece, twice the size of a monitor, but it had been hauled there across the sector ages ago for what she assumed was a spoil of war. She couldn't imagine it being put to use again.

Apparently, someone hadn't told her father or the brass. Stupid, but apparently, they thought it would work as some sort of fortress. It was ancient though, a class younger than a Dahak class to be sure, but not really worth it in the end. If it had been up to her, the chunk would have been stripped of anything usable and sent to the breakers for recycling long ago.

She turned her attention to the convoy moving out for the distant Finagle jump point. There were dozens of ships in that convoy—most of them yachts though there was one massive Epic class liner at the center of the convoy. Her sources had confirmed quite a few of the pirate lords were hedging their bets by sending their families away from the capital.

She turned at a sound at the hatch. Her guard frowned but then stepped aside as a pair of emperor's guards came through. One was dressed in flat black and walked with a master martial artist's grace. She nodded ever so slightly to him as she straightened and let her hands drop to her sides.

When her father came into the compartment, she bowed her head slightly to him.

“Them,” her father growled, moving with purpose to the wall screen behind them.

“Nice to see you too, Father,” she murmured. He waved that away as he stared intently at the convoy.

“Like rats deserting the ship,” he growled.

“We're not sinking just yet,” she murmured. He turned to look at her and then to the convoy.

“I suppose you had a hand in this?” he demanded.

She cocked her head and then shrugged. “You had contingency planning drilled into me from a young age, Father. Besides, the best way to remove an enemy is to let someone else do it for you or for them to do it themselves,” she said, indicating the convoy. “They are paying through the nose to run away. They are bribing and scheming their way out. Let them. It is that or they will feel trapped and come after the person or persons they feel responsible for that state.”

His lips pursed, but he continued to glare at the convoy.

“And, it opens a power vacuum. One we can use to our advantage,” she said. He turned and raised an eyebrow her way. She snorted. “I didn't dabble in political intrigue for a long time, but that doesn't mean I was ignorant of it as a naval officer, Father. Besides, grandmother drilled that into me,” she said.

He nodded once. “No doubt she's finding ways to expand our influence.”

She nodded. “I believe so. So, they leave? So what? They won't obstruct what you wish to accomplish here.”

“And what is that?”

“To get back on the offense and take back our territory,” she said.

“I can't do that if they are stripping the treasury while running,” he growled, indicating the ships.

“You could of course use your emergency powers to nationalize any assets they leave behind,” she said. He blinked and then his eyes narrowed as her smile turned slightly malicious. “Serves them right for leaving.”

He snorted and then chuckled. “Yes, yes, it does!” He patted her on the shoulder. “I'll keep that in mind, my dear. At the least it will serve as a deterrent to those who wish to follow them in the days to come,” he said.

She nodded.
  


 



Chapter 7
 

Antigua

When it got quiet and no one came to bug her, Moira set down the brief she'd been reading to check out what her wayward staff was up to this time. No one was at the desk guarding her inner sanctum, and Nadine's office was empty. The hall was too, though she could hear sounds of laughter nearby.

She followed the sounds until she got to Geoffrey's office. Trust the speechwriter to dredge something up and rope the rest of the staff into it. She leaned against the open door jamb as they watched an old 2D episode that had to have hearkened back to the days of old Terra. It was something about a Stargate.

She watched and was amused at their laughter. Geoffery started to excitedly talk about the writing in that show versus another called Babylon 5 when he noted she was standing there.

"Oh um …"

Nadine blushed as she turned to their boss.

"So, this is where my wayward children have gotten off to? And this is what you do with your time when I'm not around?" Moira chided teasingly. "I've got to admit, that was a funny."

Geoffrey's eyes lit as the others sighed in relief at being passed over by the potential storm.

"Come on, people, back to work," Nadine urged, clapping her hands and making shooing motions.

Moira stepped aside and then eyed Nadine. Nadine ducked her head and left without a word.

Moira snorted and went back to her office. It was a slow day anyway; she had briefs to read before she was supposed to meet with the admiral in a few hours. She had another hour to read … she checked the clock and shook her head. Okay, half hour before she had to get to the shuttle bay and hop a ride over to White Station. Security would have to be planned for. After the last bombing attempt, they'd tightened things up significantly.

She still toyed with the ideas of chasing and catching Irons. He was on the bounce though and was closed off. She had to admit though, she was glad that red-haired witch of a woman was out of the running though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"So, too lazy to go anywhere else so you have to come here?" Admiral Irons asked as she came in the room.

Moira paused in confusion. "Am I not invited? Did I get my schedule screwed up?"

"No, I'm just pulling your leg about being a homebody and not going out to see the grand sights around the sector," he teased. "Come in, shut the door," he said, motioning her to come in.

She entered and closed the door, then came over to the couch and took a seat across from him.

"Is that why you gave me that courier? To get rid of me?" she retorted as she used the coffee service that had been set up to pour herself a small shot.

He snorted and shook his head. "No, I want you to get out and about and see more of the sector before things really bog down. Get to know the people and the players involved."

"I am getting to know people."

"I know that. But the ansible doesn't count."

She did the political calculus and then nodded. "You want me to put face time in with the people."

"Exactly. Once the war winds down, I'll do the same. But it is up to you. The timing is ultimately up to you of course as well as the course you wish to set."

She searched her feelings and then grimaced. "I have to admit, I spent a lifetime as a double star system woman. I think I went to Bek B once or twice in my life. That trip here was rough. I was bored to tears even with all the reading and videos I had for homework. Just coming here sucked."

He snorted and nodded. "That's one of the downsides of travel. Imagine going to Tau or another sector!"

She shuddered. "I'd rather not actually."

"I know. It's a lot of time to burn."

"How did they do it before?"

"Well, they had the hyper bridges. And they eventually had the stargates. But mainly patience. Loads of patience or stasis pods if you prefer to sleep your way through the trip."

She snorted. "Heh."

"What?"

"Geoffery showed me an ancient video of a stargate show. Something about having a gate on the ground?" She shook her head. "I admit the humor was funny once he explained the episode was preserved because it was so funny. Something about time travel. The one where the guy was golfing into the wormhole was funny once I understood it."

"Um …," Admiral Irons frowned. "I think I know which one you are talking about."

She blinked. "You do?"

"I was in the Stargate project. We had some of the staff who were geeks. They dredged up a few old programs and would watch them. A few of the prudish scientists thought it would pollute their thinking, but they instead picked apart the show's technical features to show what would and wouldn't work."

"Oh."

"Like having a wormhole on a planet for instance," the admiral said. "When I came along, they were fixated on that concept. They couldn't make it work but refused to try something different or go back to basics. They spent decades chasing their tails with nothing to show for it."

"Really? But you got them on track?"

"It was me or the entire project got canceled. That lent me the power I needed to get them to focus on ship gates over ground gates," he explained. "And don't get me started on the power needed for running a ground gate," he said with a shake of his head. "I admit, some of the fiction was funny."

"You saw it from an engineering standpoint? Oh, wait, duh," she said, smiling and dropping her head as she shook it in humor. "Look at who I'm talking to."

He chuckled silently. "Exactly. Yeah, we did consider the idea of having a Pico wormhole. The concept is you have a digital replicator on either side of the gate. It scans the person or object going through, digitizes them, and then sends the data through a tiny wormhole to the other side where the process is reversed. That's essentially how they explained it in the show."

She blinked. "Oh."

"But you run into all sorts of issues. Like having a wormhole on a planet. That requires a whole lot of shielding to protect the planet … which interferes with the gate itself!" He shook his head in despair. "There was talk of doing something like that with ansibles for almost a century or two." He paused and then snorted.

"What?" she asked, looking at him curiously.

"It's nothing."

When she didn't look like she believed him, he shrugged. "Okay, I just remembered having a similar discussion in Pyrax over twenty or so years ago."

"Oh."

"So, I get why you don't want a wormhole on a planet …"

He snorted. "Yeah, having what amounts to two pinpoint blackholes linked by quantum tunneling on a planet would be a tad energetic," he drawled.

She blinked in surprise and then pursed her lips in a silent whistle. He nodded. "The funny thing is, despite the arguments, that was what they were shooting for. The Stargate design team I mean. They bitched about being tied to 'preconceived hairbrained ancient sci-fi,' but in the end that was what they were after."

"Oh." She shook her head. "That changed though, obviously."

"Yes. See, we've been able to make wormholes for over a century," he explained. She blinked. "Pico ones. It stems from the Hyperspace War."

She blinked again and then frowned, clearly puzzled.

"The researchers at the time did a lot of work on trying to figure out the hyper bridges. And well, war tends to give research a kick in the pants. Once people see something done, they know it can be done. That gets them over their own preconceived notions that were hampering them. It opens their mind to new possibilities and stimulates science."

"Oh. But …," she frowned as she collected her thoughts. "You said they couldn't get over a Pico size?"

"Yes. See, the original plan was to send data like the ansible. But you can't send any signal through a wormhole. The event horizon sucks them up. Physical shielded objects, yes, not a stream of data. The event horizons bend them into pretzels and the quantum bubbles …." He stopped when he saw her eyes glaze over. He shrugged. "Look, just take my word for it. Years of research into the problem of trying to map data onto a medium that can be transmitted went nowhere. Academics sucked grant money up for papers that spouted the same thing," he said as he picked up his coffee for a sip.

"Oh."

She frowned for a bit then cocked her head as he took a sip of coffee and then set the cup down. "But you did it."

"I was a part of the team."

She snorted. "You can try that, but Bek has admittedly, a polarized view of you. Also, a few people who built gates ended up getting through the rapids to Nuevo. We heard about your part."

The admiral felt his ears and cheeks heat a little. "Okay, so I gave them a kick in the pants. They needed it. They were so wrapped up in what couldn't be done and trying to do it their way I got them to go back to basics. And I took the point of view I naturally do, the one of an engineer."

She smiled.

"Engineers have their quirks, and yeah, we sometimes get carried away and make things more complicated than they need to be. But, some of us firmly believe in the KISS principle and another one—if it ain't broke, don't fix it."

She chuckled softly.

He smiled, feeling good about making a lady laugh. It had been a while.

"So, you got it to work with ships. I thought they couldn't get it to scale beyond the Pico size?"

"They were trying too hard and as I said, trying to limit things to human size. I took a different route. That's why I'm amused at Gwildor's work, and I know it won't work."

She frowned. "Professor Gwildor?"

"Yes."

"The Nova research?"

"Oh, I think he is right in theory, but it hasn't bit anyone in the butt yet so it isn't urgent. Yet. But it's not just his idea of harnessing that energy. You know the rest of it, right?"

"I'm still amused by the idea of free energy. I've heard that promise a few times," she drawled.

He chuckled. "Me too. No, it's the man-portable gate."

She frowned, this time darkly. "He isn't serious, is he?" she asked, clearly dubious by the idea.

"I believe he is. See, the Stargate program was trying to do it with antimatter. They also wanted to do it with a facility not a handheld device. His is just a little too ambitious."

She nodded. "I'm not sure I like the idea of a gate anyone can turn on and invite the Xenos in," she said darkly.

His face closed suddenly.

"What? What'd I say?" she asked.

"It's not how it works," the admiral said.

She scowled.

"I'm serious. We didn't open a portal to another dimension. You need two anchor points. What happened was we had a network here. Gates I mean. It sped up commerce and transport and really changed things. We had also sent a small exploration flotilla to the nearest galaxy. One of the ships carried an ansible. They spent years getting there. When they did, we built a gate here, and they built a gate there, and then we connected the two."

"Um …"

"See, once you open a gate, it's locked. You can't change it to another gate." She nodded. "It's a two-way portal between points—a short cut."

She nodded.

His eyes looked away. He took on a distant expression as he recalled the events. "I wasn't involved in it directly. They built the gate here in Rho so the explorers could get home faster and so we could send more. We didn't need to; hell, we hadn't finished exploring our own galaxy!" He shook his head. "We thought we could handle it. We were naive."

"And it was the Xenos who woke everyone up."

He nodded. "Yes, but not for a while. They learned how we made gates. Remember what I said about how once you know something is possible it opens up your mind and blows away your own preconceived notions?" she nodded. "They took the idea and ran with it," he said darkly.

She nodded again.

He inhaled and then exhaled slowly. "But it's done. It is in the past. We can't change it."

"So, minor diversion, are you for Professor Gwildor's research or against? It sounds like Pandora's box all over again."

"I'm for the nova research. That we can use. His handheld device?" he shook his head. "Some things can't be done. You can't hold onto a wormhole. You can't project one on a planet. You can't stand next to one, let alone pass through one without getting shredded. The radiation alone!" he shook his head vehemently. "No. He's not going to get anywhere with that. Eternia University will limit him to theoretical research only, not practical." He snorted suddenly.

She arched an eyebrow at him. "What?"

"It's just … I'm remembering your knee-jerk reaction and the reaction people have to nanotech. That's been extended to gates. I highly doubt he'll get private funding. And I'm pretty sure even if he does get private or corporate funding it'll go nowhere. I'm certainly not going to let him blow up a planet!"

She shuddered. "Here, here," she murmured.

The admiral smiled slightly. "I do have to admit though, that episode you were talking about?" she cocked her head at him. " …The whole golfing thing? It was pretty funny. Especially when they got caught and that guy screamed in the middle of my backswing??!?"

Moira suddenly remembered the name of the guy he was referring to and his last name made her smile wanly instead of pointing it out. She didn't want that name to suddenly remind him of other things.

Or other people she thought.

"Are you going to one of the sketch comedies? I heard there is a revival of some of the old classics," she said.

He shook his head. "Security would be a nightmare. That's not fair to the people who want to go to see it nor the people putting the play on. I'll watch it through the net."

She frowned and then nodded in understanding.

"Where did your staffer find that Stargate episode anyway? I may look it up," the admiral said thoughtfully. He could use a good laugh. He didn't care for the whole time travel loop plot, but it had quite a few good laugh-out-loud moments in it.

"Geoffery? It's not on the web. Apparently, one of the other colonies dredged it up and sold the replay rights. I don't think it's legal, but since it's so old, I doubt the original owners are around to care. There has been a lot of that going around. It's turning into something of a business, dredging up old files and such and then selling them to other star systems. I mean, I heard they did that in the past but now it's a big thing."

"Ah," he said with a nod as he wrote himself a memo on his HUD to look the episode up sometime. As he started it, Protector silently filled it in for him. "Thanks," he said.

"Huh?"

"For telling me about this. It's been a while. I think you are right; I could use a good laugh," he said with a shrug. "But, for the time being, we need to focus on the mission at hand, which means back into the budget and long-term plans …"

"Oh joy. Okay, well, if you insist …" she sighed theatrically.

"I'm just remembering what is blocked in our mutual schedules," he reminded her but his eyes twinkled. He pointed his right index finger at the main screen. She followed the finger with her eyes to the screen as Protector projected the budget.

"Okay, you've got some good things going. You are obviously spending a lot of funds here in this sector and less on Tau, Sigma, and Pi though. I know you want to make inroads here to tie everyone together, but I also noted there have been complaints …."

"I know, for lack of resources and support. It’s a pain in the ass getting them anything," she said with a grimace. "I bet T'rel'n in Treasury must be having fun trying to figure out how to move funds between sectors too," she said with a grimace.

"Yeah, it can be. Right now as I understand it, those sectors are in the red. We've projected for that for the next decade though. And, no changing the subject," he warned, waggling a finger at her.

She put her hands up and put on a brief innocent expression. He snorted as she lowered her hands.

"Right," he drawled. "Now, you can draw some resources from the navy. You've sent ride-along teams on all three missions, which saved you a lot there. But I see you are putting in for couriers in each sector?"

She nodded. "I think it’s wasted that we send them back and forth between sectors. Keeping them in sector and using the ansibles as much as possible makes more sense."

"Agreed except for the part where the fast couriers move people faster than the convoys."

"People like Admiral Logan?"

"Among others," the admiral stated with a shrug. "And when was he ever Admiral Logan to you?"

"Since we're being formal …," she saw his expression and then shrugged. "Okay, Horatio. I take it someone tattled?"

"Old news," he snorted. "I try not to gossip. So, Horatio, yes, is a good example. Vesti is another. Myself as well."

"You'll be getting Federation One back soon," she mused. "Can I borrow it?"

"I might be tempted to lend it to you if you come up with a good enough itinerary to justify her use. And if we give the crew a few weeks off. And," he paused as she opened her mouth. She closed it immediately. "If you budget the expenses for it."

She caught herself and grimaced. "I forgot you'd pull a stunt like that."

"Stunt?"

"Okay, I mean call me out on it. I admit, I should pay for upkeep if I'm using her."

"Agreed."

She leaned forward and picked up her coffee and took a sip, sitting back and crossing her legs for a moment in an air of relaxation.

He sat back and echoed her slightly.

"Okay," she said as she daintily put the cup down on the saucer. "I agree to all of your terms."

"Good. Glad that's settled."

"Not quite. I need couriers as I said."

"And?"

"And, I don't want to have to go through the civilian yards to get them. I don't think I should since they should have government grade equipment on board, military grade at least. Some of my emissaries, I mean our emissaries, are going to go where angels fear to tread as the saying goes. I want them to have the best tools at their disposal to get in and out of trouble."

"I'd prefer they stay out of trouble myself, but I agree with the idea of having tools to get them out or avoid trouble," the admiral said dryly. She bobbed a nod in agreement.

She was careful not to ask what sort of timetable to expect delivery. She knew the small yards were busy churning out his special project ships. The first group had already sorted itself out and was supposed to ship out for the front soon.

The admiral cocked his head as if he was thinking about it or accessing his implants. Finally he grunted. "I'll look into it. That's all I'll promise you for the moment. You'll still have to find it in your budget to pay for their construction and upkeep and the personnel to man them," he warned bringing her back to the here and now. She grimaced. "But I think once the small yards are free, I can squeeze a few in on an ad-hoc basis. Of course, we'll have to run everything past Admiral Creator of Things to keep it all neat and tidy."

"Of course," she murmured in amusement.

"Glad we've had a meeting of minds there. Now …"
  


 



Chapter 8
 

Agnosta

Once a week the three generals, General Jersey Forth, General Henrick Anheuser, and General Pasha 1010111, talked about the various planetary invasion plans. Their focus was on the war front and shifting resources to get the job done.

"Well, the good news is, it might take less than a full division to take Dead Drop. Resistance has reportedly crumbled there. We might be able to go with Baker and send a detachment to SNHH to pacify it. Quite possibly even send some of our troops on to Garth ahead of schedule."

"Ah. But we can't do all three. Not at once," General Anheuser stated. He was still trying to manage his side of the army from Nuevo though he was leaning heavily towards moving to Agnosta to join Pasha.

"No. Archie and the others are done warming up in the bullpen and are en route to Dead Drop. Harley and the others here are saddling up to ship out now. Valenko is on Protodon; he's agitating to get going. I'm not sure if it is a game to him or not."

"Game?" General Anheuser asked.

"Deep thinking. Strategy. He's Russian, so he is playing the long game. That bear's mind is a bog; he thinks so many steps ahead it's not funny. He's worse than Colonel Bear, trust me. He's a character, I guess you could say. He's a graduate of Gunny Schultz's legendary F platoon. He's a terror in tactics and strategy." Jersey made a face. "And since he's a bear, he's no slouch in hand-to-hand either."

"I'll definitely take your word on the last," Henrick said with a chuckle emoji.

"Right. I watched a few of their matches from a safe distance," Pasha stated.

Henrick snorted. He'd seen a few bears in combat in his time. Bears and big cats were no joke to tangle with—not that the worms cared.

"I'm planning on sending all of them," Jersey stated.

"What, all?" Pasha asked, sending an emoji with its eyes wide.

"All including Colonel Drummond of Ninth Division. Or, I should say Lieutenant Colonel Drummond since her promotion hasn't been approved as of yet. My people are learning the phrase 'march to the sound of the guns.'"

"Ah. Agreed. Mine too."

"So, my question to you is, can you send troops too?"

"You mean to sweep up after you?" Pasha sent a smiley to take the sting out of that statement. "Yes, but not right away. I'm still stuck in moving forces to New Texas to set the bases there up as you well know."

"Ah."

"I also need to talk to the Admiralty about sending army air cav and ground cav resources to Nuevo."

"Trouble?"

General Anheuser responded. "No. I want to free up additional warm bodies. If my people have the tech, they won't need as much infantry. And, as you pointed out, we can use the bodies here more."

"Once they are suitably outfitted and retrained," Jersey stated. Both he and Pasha were on the same planet and not that far away so they had an audio link. They only needed the ansible to communicate with General Anheuser on Nuevo.

Pasha nodded. "I assure you; my people aren't as hidebound as the Bekians. They can learn. We just started a bit further back on the tech curve. We're doing what we can to make up for it, but the whole interest in the pocket is Bek. So, Nuevo gets whatever is left over."

"For now. And I agree, Bek gets more than its fair share. We, or I should say the Navy, is the culprit there, they have to secure the orbitals after all," Jersey stated. Pasha nodded. "But eventually we'll have our day."

"Agreed."

"I second Pasha's motion about Nuevans. We're willing to learn, even this old dog," General Anheuser stated, sending them an emoji of a growling dog. "Remember Patton though, one of his methods of winning was to keep constant pressure on the enemy to keep them from digging in or resupplying. Keep them off balance and reacting instead of planning an offense. An offense isn't a problem for the grounders of course but keeping them from digging in too deep or making hostages of the population is. And it takes time to move people to where they need to be."

Jersey sighed. "Don't I just know it."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

A few hours after the generals finished their conference, the three heads of the Special Forces Command on Agnosta held a brief conference on training and possible upcoming missions. They were supposed to use the ansible, but when the other officers elsewhere reported they were unavailable at the time, the discussion remained local.

A conference on Special Forces Command was a hot topic up for discussion. Many of the officers were irritated that it would most likely be held in the capital. All three of the officers vented a bit of spleen over the subject.

"It's bullshit politics. They don't have much there yet; we've got Force, Recon, Raiders, SEALs, and Delta here. What do they have on Antigua, the cadre?" Captain Senior Grade Jake “Studly” Dudly growled. Jake was the only over-achiever in the group having qualified for Marine Recon, Force Recon, and Raiders. The chimera native had considered going for his Drop Commando badge, but when he'd heard that they had personal A.I., he'd declined.

"Yes, and they have Marine Recon. The entire command structure for SFC is in Antigua though,"

Lieutenant Commander Hakeem Moreset reminded them. Hakeem was a Neomutt and the only Neo in their little triumvirate.

"Yeah, but that expression about Mohammad and a mountain …," Jake growled.

"I think you've got it backwards. Besides, if the brass calls, we answer with bells on. That's how the chain of command works," Captain Senior Grade Nick Alexander reminded Jake. Nick was from Gaston and was the newest to their lofty rank. He was known as a hard charger in the community.

Jake made a face. "Yeah, I know. Still sucks though."

"Look at it this way, at least it's not in Nuevo."

"Nuevo? Are you serious? They don't have a Delta school there! They don't even need them against worms!" Nick growled. He had put up with a lot of nonsense from General 1010111 and General Anhueser to set up a Delta school there recently. They had asked for a team of trainers to oversee the school but so far, they didn't have a budget so he'd been able to fend them off. He needed his people where he could keep an eye on them.

"True. But army command is based there, not in the capital," Jake reminded them. "If the general there got involved, it could get fun," he said maliciously.

"There is always Bek too. Though I understand their SF is more geared to ONI and dirty pool with their own civilian population. It's getting cleaned up but still. Most of their spooks are all over the place," Nick said with a look to Hakeem.

Hakeem shivered theatrically. "Yeah, well, let's not go there, shall we? Don't give them any ideas."

Nick placed his hands up. "My lips are sealed."

"That'll be the day," Hakeem snorted.

"Cute," Jake said sourly. He was the senior officer of their little group. Scuttlebutt said he was on the short list for another promotion. Scuttlebutt also said that the Bekians were getting involved and throwing red tape into the process though. "So, we've got squads deployed towards the front. We've got them at the staging sites and in a few places looking for pirate holdouts on planets like Protodon, plus training groups on Kathy's World and elsewhere. Don't we have teams deployed to Pi and Tau?"

"We each have one squad deployed to Tau. I think only the SEALs and Marine Recon have a team each in Pi," Hakeem said slowly. "No one has anything in Sigma at this time."

"Yet."

"Right, yet."

"I think the brass wants to focus on the front. Once that's handled, we'll be the pointy tip of the spear before each planetary invasion. And don't get me started about that damn ninja planet!"

"Ninja planet?"

"That's what some REMF yahoo dredged up to call that Konohaga whatever planet. Nasty place, I'm telling you!"

"Joy. Maybe we should be looking at these planets coming up and sorting out priorities, mission statements, and level of difficulty?" Nick asked. "Put them up for bid?"

"Going to shoot for the low-hanging fruit?" Jake asked maliciously.

"Frack you. You know army aims high," Nick growled.

"Is that why you keep missing?" Hakeem asked with a laugh.

"Frack you both," Nick chuckled. "We're adjusting for gravity if you must know."

"Right, sure, keep telling yourself that sort of thing. Maybe someday you'll even make it true," Jake said with a malicious grin.

"Ah, frack," Nick sighed. "Anyway …"

"Oh, here he goes, he's losing so he has to retreat and change the subject," Hakeem stated.

"I'm not retreating; I'm just advancing in a different direction," Nick said stiffly. "Now, we can apply some pressure to the brass to get them to come here or make this conference virtual."

Jake nodded. "Virtual would make a lot more sense. Taking us away from our commands for months at a time while we're in transit is stupid."

"Months he says! Try a year or more if we take conventional shipping!" Hakeem growled. "They might as well just replace us!"

"No, I'd think we'd hop a ride on a courier if we had to get there in a hurry," Jake replied. "You squids have some fast buggers now; I'll give you that."

"That would be up to the navy and how nice they wanted to play and make their toys available," Nick said with mock sweetness. "What say you, Hakeem? Think your friends will be willing to share?"

"Given how much they like to show off said toys, I doubt that'd be a problem. Besides, if you said please with sugar on top, they'd fall all over themselves to do so," Hakeem said, flicking his ears.

"Point. We'll see," Jake said with a shake of his head.

"Well, Colonel Lyon is a former sleeper and also Marine Recon. He knows it's important we stay put. It's the Bekians I'm more concerned about."

"Point. Did they really send a SEAL admiral to Antigua?" Jake asked, looking to Hakeem.

Hakeem flicked his ears again and then shrugged. "Supposedly. I think he's still in transit though. We didn't even see him. He was on one of those couriers that passed through here."

"He didn't even stop here? Shows how important we are! Oh, that's going to be fun for the brass when he arrives. Pissing contest anyone?" Nick asked.

"To be a fly on the wall …," Jake sighed.

"How the hell did Bek get a SEAL admiral of all things? I thought they just had spooks?"

"I'm wondering the same thing. I'd like to look into his record and see what they have for SEAL training to qualify," Hakeem said slowly. "In fact, I want to look into that without kicking over anthills in the process."

Nick snorted. "Good luck with that."

"I think we need a standard. We're supposed to have the same standard across the board. Does this guy even have implants?" Jake asked. "What about Admiral Lemans? Has that gotten back to them yet?" He was now concerned about Marine Recon. He hadn't heard anything about Bekian Recon experts, but you never knew until they showed up apparently.

"I think we all need to look into this. Create a list and submit it to Joshua and have him find this shit out," Nick stated.

The other two officers nodded.

"And we need to find out who's replacing Subert in Pyrax. Word is it's a Bekian," Nick said.

"Ah frack, there goes the neighborhood. Next, they'll be sending officers our way," Jake growled, thoroughly disgusted.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Pyrax

Admiral Subert scowled bleakly as he realized a Bekian was going to take over his command. His insistence in getting involved in command in the capital, specifically getting into ONI, was coming back to haunt him. Supposedly he was being replaced with a female admiral though he didn't have a name or any details.

Saul had finally received a promotion and was gone. Part of his staff was going too, though some like Irene Teague were staying on for a short time. Technically, he should be taking her with him to the capital. She was good people. Unfortunately, they needed experienced hands in Pyrax to ease the new staff in.

He had just watched two transports and a pair of cruisers leave for New Horizon. The transports were loaded with prize crews and supplies for the prize ships stacking up there. Now that the CruRon was in Finagle they too were adding ships to the stockpile.

John's idea of sun scuttling the lot was tempting. Captain Sprite's idea of selling the civilian ships was also a good one. The civilian ships would help grow the economy as long as they didn't get into any dangerous areas.

He didn't like how the politics were stacking up. He'd thought there were two sides, the old guard versus the new, but now he was seeing things differently. Bek's inclusion in the fleet was an eye-opening experience. And they had accused him of nepotism! Not to mention other things, like being too acerbic and rough on his people! He shook his head.

This Lemans was just one case among many he was sure. Oh, they looked good on paper, but none of them had seen an actual shot fired in anger. Able administrators but also slick politicians who kissed ass with the best of them. He was going to have to take some steps when he got to the capital.

John might want them to be one big happy family but the games the Bekians were playing behind his back while kissing his ass said something else. And he'd come to realize he preferred the people he'd trained over the Bekians.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Antigua Command was a well-oiled machine. They had sensor arrays scattered in strategic positions around the star system. Orbital fortresses guarded each jump point as well as formed an inner shell of defenses around the yard, stations, and planet. Tachyon buoys had been set up to communicate across the vast distances effortlessly.

Ship schedules were well plotted out in advance. So, when a series of unexpected returns appeared, the entire Command went into overdrive. Alerts went out across the void. By the time the unknowns had transmitted their IFFs and had been identified, every ship or fortress had come to battle stations. The space around the carrier forts swirled with launching small craft.

Vice Admiral Odette Champion was caught off guard, but she oversaw the alert. Her staff handled the majority of the details; by the time she had gotten to her flag bridge, everyone had gotten through the initial jolt and were finishing the buttoning-up process.

To everyone's surprise the IFFs were of the antimatter platforms. They had returned months earlier than planned.

Admiral Irons had been inspecting the new lead ship in the Freedom's Dawn class of super dreadnoughts when the alert was transmitted. They had just had the keel-laying ceremony less than a month ago, and as usual, the prototype already had teething problems with her design. He was ushered into a secure area where he could link into the net to find out what was going on.

"Why did they come back?"

"Checking now," Sprite stated. He waited, drumming his fingers as she sent a signal to the nearest fort through the buoy network. It was processed, transmitted to the platforms; they responded and then the response was transmitted back to them.

"Admiral, you aren't going to believe this …," Captain Sprite's image shook her head. "But they are full."

"Full? Did you say full?"

"Yes. We'll need to send inspection parties over. Something odd is going on for them to have not only collected enough energy but also to have turned it into antimatter in such a short period of time."

"Yeah, but I'm not complaining," he said. "Is Odette standing down?"

"Yes, sir. She has issued the order."

"Good. Make sure she gives a full report on this unexpected drill. And I want to know what happened with those platforms. Not that I'm complaining like I said."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Nara stood stiffly as she listened to the promotion board complete their review of her career up to the present day. There were no black marks; she'd completed her work with the Ssilli and was continuing with overseeing the project. It wasn't her fault that a live population had been found in a remote corner of the sector.

Her jaw worked as she listened to them regretfully state they had no posting for her to move into, which was bullshit. They were just supposed to give her a bump in rank to rear admiral. She had her A.I.; she had her boss's recommendation and no flags on her record. Well, none other than one that she could do nothing about.

Again she was being hassled for not being an Academy graduate. Apparently, that and not being from Bek. She normally didn't care, but she'd taken an interest in the board as of late when she had found out others had been passed over. She and a few of her Pyrax colleagues had even gone so far as to make themselves available to sit on a few boards. She had heard through Jack that scuttlebutt had stated she, Monty, Matilda, and the others hadn't made themselves popular with that move.

Well, that was too bad. But this was bullshit. The latest scuttlebutt was that they were going to try to push her and anyone else who wasn't a ring knocker out.

She realized guiltily she'd allowed it to happen, to get to that point. Sitting on a board was like sitting in jury duty; she needed to step it up. She needed to socialize too and know who the players were. For too long the Bekians had been too seductive in getting her to pass on it and attend to her other duties. Now Admiral Irons had made it mandatory and the positions rotated.

She was a bit worried though that it might be too late for some.

She was still pissed when she heard that a recent Bekian medical officer had been promoted out of the zone. He had less time than her as a medic or officer and not nearly the number of accomplishments, but he apparently had the right patronage.

She called Monty to vent. He shook his head. "It's getting bad; I know. The admiral was right; we need to sit on more boards."

"They take up so much time!"

"I know, but that's how it works. You invest the time or get passed over. You don't like getting slighted."

"You're damn right I don't!" she growled. "I can't help it that I'm not from a proper school," she said, rolling her eyes. "I set them up, I taught them, but that doesn't matter. I know more than these young whippersnappers … stop snickering you … you … oh!" she growled, making grasping motions as he snickered.

He threw his head back and laughed. "Whippersnappers?" he guffawed. Her lips quivered. His levity might be misplaced but it did help relieve some of her anger a little. Especially at the absurdity of her last statement.

"Okay, so … I'm not thrilled."

"I've never seen you point out how old you are before," he said, pretending to dash a tear. "Dang, I needed that."

"Funny," she growled. "If you tell anyone, I'll make sure you get an enema or something equally dire," she growled.

He snorted. "And I know you'll do it too," he said with a shake of his head.

"Damn right I would."

"Feel better?"

She shook her head. "Not much. Still sucks."

"I know. Right way, wrong way, navy way. We need to sort this out. Hopefully without running to daddy Irons."

"Yeah," she sighed.
  


 



Chapter 9
 

Bek

Reactions about the news of Admiral Lemans' forced retirement were mixed. Many Bekian officers were not pleased that their people took second place and that Lemans and his decades of experience had been casually dismissed.

"Don't they see how important we are? The role we are playing? We've got years, decades of experience!" Captain Doight said. The elf was the lowest-ranking officer in the room. She was also not afraid to identify herself.

"They do. Admiral Irons has placed many of our people in command positions."

"Then they should use them! Our people aren't getting the combat experience they should!"

"Are you saying it is a detriment to their future careers, sir?" Captain Doight asked. The elf had just gotten promoted to the rank of captain JG after a friend of a friend had erased reports of her prejudices against A.I. from her personnel file.

"Yes! His people are getting all the combat experience! Horath is about to fall, and when it does our people will be playing second fiddle. His people will rack up the combat experience and come home heroes. They'll eventually rise through the ranks."

"I see."

"Our people in Antigua have placed the right people in powerful positions. But not being able to control BuSchools is a problem."

"Tell them to solve it. We need the right people in every position. People we know we can trust to shape things to come."

"And Cheech?"

"Cheech screwed himself. I saw the emails from him. He screwed up by standing up to Irons directly. There are ways to game the system. He exhausted them and got caught."

"I know that. How should we handle it?"

"Get medical to sign off on delays. Tell them to find a reason. And tell our people to opt for dumb A.I.s."

"They won't go for that. How far are we from getting the constitution rewritten to eliminate that requirement?" Captain Doight asked.

"You're kidding, right? We're decades away from something like that! It may not be necessary. If we can get the right people in the justice system, we can throw enough red tape and injunctions to gum up the works to make Irons back off on the requirement."

"Something tells me it's not going to be that easy."

"We'll see."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Vice Admiral Pashenkov was not surprised that feelings back home were rather high and conflicted. The old guard was not happy about the slap. Nor were they thrilled about giving up any amount of control of the Federation navy after having invested so much into getting it in the first place.

He knew what they wanted, they leaned heavy, but he refused to agree to anything. First, it was just stupid. Irons would notice blatant attempts to circumvent his orders. Second, anyone involved would be handed their heads. He didn't want or need the trouble so he passed on it.

He wasn't surprised though when the captain's promotion was tied up in red tape and orders were cut to other officers to fill the void.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Pyrax

Vice Admiral Subert finished with his latest inbox and then stretched. According to the itinerary he had, his Bekian replacement was en route and on schedule. She should be arriving in B101a1 in another two weeks. That was good; the last transport was on her way to Pyrax for a node rebuild. He checked in with the staff but there was really no need. The ceremony preparations were well underway and were going off without a hitch. He was planning on a full-blown ceremony, but they still had at least five weeks before his replacement showed up.

He was still of two minds about handing over his command to a Bekian. Apparently, he couldn't have it both ways. He was starting to regret bitching about Horatio passing through. Now that he'd had time to think about it, he wouldn't have minded handing off command of Pyrax back to Horatio.

But apparently that wasn't going to happen. Pity.

Well, if he wasn't going to get the replacement he wanted, at least he was getting the posting he wanted. John had confirmed he was going to take on ONI. Monty was going to be moved to the front and eventually Sigma. He wasn't too keen about having a Bekian ten years younger than him as his boss, but he'd deal with it once he got there.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Farook San Pao wrinkled his nose as he read the email from BUPERS. It looked like a promotion and transfer, but something seemed off about it.

He had finally settled down into his job running the San Diego Academy in Pyrax. He had even joined a family troop; they were a mixed group from various star systems. They were pretty loose too, given that they were all military or contractors with assignments all over the star system. It was nice to get together though, and he was considering putting in for paternity. That would be nice, to be the father of a chimp or passel of chimps. It was always nice to pass on the genes.

But now this. Were they serious? Someone in Antigua, he couldn't make sense of the codes and there was no signature, wanted him to run BuSchools? Not the Academy there but all of BuSchools? It didn't make sense.

He checked with a friend of a friend and got an ambiguous answer back. The orders had indeed been cut from Antigua after consulting with Bek. That didn't make any sense. His hackles raised as he thought about it. No, something was definitely off. He decided to play it safe; he put through back channels that he was settled into his position as was his family. It might cost him, but he didn't like the way they were playing it. He preferred his orders aboveboard, cut and dried. This stank.

The orders were rescinded within twenty-four hours of his reply. He found out through a friend of a friend in BUPERS that fresh orders had been cut for another flag officer from Bek to take the position.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Yorgi received confirmation that the Shield Team had passed through Agnosta and were on their way.

He had a lot of pieces in play, a lot players moving around and therefore a lot to keep track of. He was starting to be grateful for having Geni in his corner even if they were still at odds.

He sat back and twisted his chair from side to side as he considered his options. Briefly he considered having the team drop on Briev 4 to perform a quick and dirty scout and then possibly a change in government.

It was tempting. His fingers moved as if on their own violation to type out the order. They could gather intel and … no, he thought with a shake of his head. The team was technical; Fitz, Simmons, and Skye would be out of their element in a medieval society. Besides, Colton and the team had an honor streak; he would only put up with so much before they “accidentally” did something about the Red Queen. Something permanent that might come back to haunt him from State. Worse, it could backfire and get into the press.

No, it was best to keep to his original three options. Four, he corrected himself.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Enki noted the uptick in message traffic between Bek and Antigua. The message traffic used a private encryption that sounded alarm bells. It could be a copy of the Wraith trying to get into Bek, so she made copies of the files and decrypted them.

She scanned the files into memory and then processed them. The message traffic was to and from naval officers, so it wasn't the Xeno A.I. Instead of stopping there though, she finished processing the data and noted discussions about Admiral Lemans’ and Admiral Irons’ orders. There was enough there for her to forward a copy to Sprite. Before she copied it to anyone else, she wanted to know who she could trust with it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sprite looked into the message traffic and then did some digging. Along the way she found out about the BuSchools transfer and alterations to Admiral Irons' stated orders. “Oh ho!” She immediately contacted Admiral Irons.

“Guess who's still playing games with the system?” she said when Protector opened a port for her to talk to the admiral.

“I'm guessing no one good,” Admiral Irons said, looking up from the tablet he'd been reading. He set it down. “Now what?” He'd been getting reports of the Bekians playing games. He'd thought they'd gotten it under control, apparently not.

“Enki passed on a tidbit about traffic between Bek and the capital, specifically about some discussions about BuSchools. Low and behold, I just found Matilda's rushed promotion canceled and the Bekian Commandant of Pyrax's San Diego Academy has been tasked to head BuSchools. He refused it, so it went to a commodore in Bek. It comes with a promotion. They've written the transfer orders and authorized his promotion and movement.”

The admiral scowled. “And no one consulted me on this?” he asked dangerously.

“Apparently not,” Sprite said with a syrupy sweet smile.

“Ah. I think I need to have a chat with Vice Admiral Pashenkov. No, first, cancel that transfer. Reinstate the promotion for Matilda. Put my seal on it. And then call the IG's office and let them know someone countermanded my clear orders and I want heads. Then call the Admiralty senior staff. Protector, I think you need to clear part of my schedule for this.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Fun fun fun!” Sprite said with a shake of her head. “And done, done, and … done,” she stated.

“Did Matilda find out about this?”

“No, I stopped the email from getting to her.”

“Good.” The admiral frowned. “Call a meeting. I want them here, in my office. That includes Matilda.”

“Yes, sir.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons called a meeting in the White Station of Admiralty. Sprite gleefully sent out the invitations and worked with Protector to rearrange the admiral's schedule.

Once everyone was physically on sight, the room was locked down.

“So, not everything is hunky dory it seems,” Admiral Irons stated once they were all seated.

“Sir?”

“You heard me. We have a problem. It seems I issued orders, and someone went behind my back and countermanded them. The funny thing is: one, I'm the Commander-in-Chief, and two, I'm wondering who would do that and why?”

He surveyed the room. No one volunteered anything. His nostrils flared ever so gently.

“I'll lay it out for you who don't know. Admiral Lemans refused a lawful order and retired. I wanted someone I know will do the job, so I selected someone in-house who can do it and passed out orders for her to be promoted to handle the job. She has after all handled the job well enough before Admiral Lemans came along.”

He could see from their vital signs that some of the Bekians were now decidedly uncomfortable.

“Those orders were countermanded. A new officer was selected from Bek to replace Admiral Lemans. It will be at least six months before he arrives. Meanwhile, the promotion I ordered was denied, and the seat is left vacant,” he indicated the empty seat where the head of BuSchools usually sat.

A few of the eyes cut to that seat and then away. Some stayed woodenly fixed on one position.

“The thing is, did they think I wouldn't notice?” he demanded scathingly. His wrath was like a physical presence in the room.

“Command authorization codes had to have been used. NCIS, JAG,” he nodded to the Delquir TJAG, “and the IG's office is now involved and just starting their investigations.”

“I'm sure it was an error, sir,” Vice Admiral Pashenkov murmured.

The fleet admiral turned on the Neowolf. Some of the discussion had been between the wolf and Bek but not all. The codes had not originated from the wolf; he had most likely given a verbal order or a wink and a nod to someone else, most likely some sacrificial lamb in BUPERS. “I'm sure it was,” he growled. “I promise you I will get to the bottom of this and I will have scalps. The last time I checked I am senior officer, and I am not overruled by someone in Bek or anywhere else!”

More than one person flinched over his inflection.

“If this is a problem, then you need to say so and retire or request relief. I promise it will be acted upon promptly. Ask Admiral Lemans how tired I am of political games and 'scheduling conflicts.' When I issue an order, I damn well expect it to be obeyed, not re-interpreted to suit some cronyism and someone else's agenda.”

A lifetime of service made more than one officer stonily silent.

“With respect, sir, you open yourself up to that charge, sir, by appointing the captain,” Odette stated.

“Bullshit, I chose Matilda because I know her. I know she's damn good at the job, and I know she can get the job done. She has no interest in politics, only in making sure her students and faculty get the job done. More importantly, she's here now and can slip into the job, the very same job she had before, easily enough without a long wait.”

He looked around the room. “I've been made aware of the back scratching and political games going on. I'm already tired of it. It's time to end it.”

He frowned for a long moment. “From now on, all promotion boards, operational orders, and whatever I feel necessary will be handled by someone not from the same star system. Boards will be formed with no more than one Bekian on them. One A.I. is now required to be on every board and if I can swing it, every jury,” he said, looking at the TJAG.

“Officers will be promoted as they should be, by proven merit in the job with combat multipliers. No more of this Academy bullshit. No more being promoted out of the zone because a friend of a friend scratched their back. And when I find out how Captain Doight got slipped on the captain's list, I'm going to have someone's ass.” he growled, eyeing them “I understand several officers are getting dinged because they aren't ring knockers. I'm ending that practice as of now,” he snarled, stabbing a finger into the table top.

“From now on every officer up for promotion to captain's rank or higher gets vetted by my office first. They do not get approved until I say so,” he growled.

Technically, flag officers were supposed to be approved by congress, but he didn't bring up that point at the moment.

“Anyone, anyone of any rank who has a problem following a standing order needs to step up or resign their choice. Spread the word, we're done playing games. I'll personally frag any ass I can if I have to, to make my point.”

It was rare for the admiral to lose his temper, so everyone sat up and took notice. “So, have I made myself clear?” he demanded.

He pinned each of them with a look, starting with Admiral Pashenkov. When the Neowolf nodded and flicked his ears, the admiral growled. “Not good enough. I require a verbal answer.”

“Yes, sir.”

He turned to each. Odette nodded curtly. “Crystal, sir.”

Once he was around the table, he squared his shoulders once more. “Very well.” He turned to Captain Sprite's avatar standing off to one side. “Captain, call her in.”

The door opened, and Matilda came in. She came to attention with her cap tucked under her arm. “Sir, reporting for duty, sir.”

“Captain, I am promoting you to rear admiral. The paperwork will catch up soon,” he said, giving a pointed look to the head of BUPERS. “We can hold a ceremony later. You are now in charge of BuSchools as of this moment. If anyone tries to pull rank on my appointees for a position again, I will can their ass,” he said, turning to the Bekians around the table. “Spread the word. I'm done playing Mister Nice Guy. Pissing matches end when I'm in the room,” he said, tapping his chest.

Yorgi grimaced ever so slightly at the vulgarity in that statement. You could tell how furious the admiral was when he got that low.

“Given the atmosphere in the room, I think we'll take five before continuing the meeting. Be back in five minutes, people,” the admiral stated.

The other officers rose and then left without a word.

He turned to Sprite's avatar. She merely raised an eyebrow at him. “It was a mistake my ass. This is bullshit, and I'm tired of it.”

“I think they got the message, sir.”

“Let's hope so,” the admiral growled.
  


 



Chapter 10
 

New Horizon

Captain Senior Grade Firefly downloaded the new orders and news from the ansible into a ram file and then digested them. The news was mixed; Second and Fifth Fleet had taken Garth. More importantly, they'd taken much of the infrastructure intact.

But the bad news was that Renee had been killed. As an organic would say, that well and truly sucked. He'd lost a friend and colleague, a good one. It hadn't been the first time, nor would it be the last. But it still hurt.

The news about the A.I. requirements were amusing. He might be on the next promotion list to become a flag officer. Technically, he should be frocked to commodore rank already. How was that requirement supposed to work with him? He wasn't certain it had been thought-out fully. Of course the orders were centuries old and had been made in haste during the Xeno war.

He turned from ruminating to the orders. Those were a welcome surprise and tied to the capture of Garth. Garth was only six jumps away, and therefore, the Admiralty had decided that from now on they'd send the prize ships to Garth. There they could be sorted out and the prize crews returned to him to cycle through more ships.

That was good, excellent news. He passed those orders on to his staff and captains right away.

The other bit of news was a schedule; he was going to have visitors in a few months—also good news and welcome news at that.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Garth

Amadeus was of two minds as the fleet train settled into business in the star system. The two fleet trains had arrived within the same week. Fifth Fleet's was in orbit working on the repairs and resupply as well as the planet. Second Fleet's fleet train was working on gathering up the mess from the battles and then feeding the factory ships to begin building more defenses.

He'd already passed on the order to have half of the weapon platforms and missile pods deployed. But he'd been denied permission to tap into Fifth Fleet's. Apparently, the Admiralty had other plans for them.

No, the big downside of the arrival was the hospital ships. Apparently, he'd put off getting his A.I. activated for too long. Admiral Irons had given firm orders to get it done. He was opting for a dumb A.I. like many of the other flag officers.

While he was under Rear Admiral V'r'z'll would be in temporary command. Once he was up, she would take her turn and then they'd cycle their individual task force commanders.

One other spot of news was that many officers were getting long overdue promotions. He was glad to see that. And his field promotions had been approved. Not without a bit of back biting from the Admiralty and BUPERS, but he didn't care.

It would be another two months before the ansible arrived. Admiral Irons had uploaded plenty of orders for him and his staff to digest. It looked like he was going to be standing on the defense as planned until more warships arrived. They were being followed by convoys. Some of the convoys were departing from Antigua, but there was a series of convoys working between Protodon and Dead Drop. They had orders not to drop the bulk of their material there but instead to move on to Garth.

And, the army's First, the Marine's First, Second, and Fourth Divisions were en route to settle the planets. The army had more in the pipeline. SNHH was being bypassed, but Nuevo Madrid was not. That planet was only a minor thorn in their side though.

All in all things were looking up.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore I'r'll was beyond busy. Not only was she tasked with the ship repairs but also the prize ships, the captured space infrastructure, and the ground engineering projects. And, on top of that, the Admiralty wanted her to hit the ground running with the rebuilding of the repair yard.

Delegation was the name of the game but so was proper oversight to make sure everyone was up to the task and on task. Some of her people were noob graduates from the Spacebee program. They seemed ready and eager to go though.

She was amused at the good-natured possessive hints by Rear Admiral V'r'z'll over Stennis. There was no way the admiral could take the ship on. The Nimitz class carrier needed a full refit just to deal with her battle damage properly. She occasionally felt like she was leading the admiral along. But she wouldn't turn down the extra help while she could get it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commander Briggs nodded politely to the kids at play. It was just a pickup game of soccer, but it said something about them and their parents that they were out in public at all. Good things to him. The navy had just gotten their support ships in, and they'd had additional Marines and MPs to send down to help extend the perimeter and even take another pair of cities. They were working towards territorial zones.

They were also working on getting the people over on their side. Within the safe zones, life was returning to a semblance of normal. It was even getting better than new since the Fed engineers were improving the utilities and buildings as they helped to rebuild. Everyone there knew they were a target and were living in a security zone complete with drones and cameras. But they didn't care if they could put food on the table and their families were safe.

The engineers had started to rebuild public works and businesses, even some apartment complexes with the native construction crews. He had a budget but still hadn't found someone to hand the mess off to so he could focus on the hunt for this General K.

He frowned when Jenny, the young lass he'd hired as an assistant, came to him with a tablet and a problem. The lass was no Marissa, but she was getting better at being his executive assistant. He wiggled his mustache and then looked at the tablet. "They don't like the curriculum?"

"No, sir. The teachers are refusing to teach some of it."

"Then get different ones. They have only problems with history and propaganda?"

"Yes, sir. And some aren't happy about having the Federation flag flown."

"They'll come around in time. I believe we're focusing on the basics though?"

She nodded.

"Then what's the problem; they don't like the parts about Neos?"

She grimaced. "To some it's propaganda."

"Correction, what they were fed was propaganda. We're setting the record straight," he said with a sigh. She flinched. "Don't worry about it, lass; we'll get it sorted out," he said gently, patting her on the arm and then moving to his office.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Hal Cartwright was quiet as he was escorted into the POW camp. He'd expected to be shipped out right away, but apparently, that hadn't been the case. Not many ships were leaving Garth. They were waiting on shipping. Until then they'd been housed on his former command in a series of cargo holds. Earlier that morning they'd boarded shuttles to be transported to the lunar colony.

He had initially hoped they'd be shipped to the ground where they might be rescued by any Horathians fighting as resistance there. It had been a wild daydream, completely improbable. He'd even toyed with the idea of the enemy using them as bait to draw the Horathians in. Rescue had been a stupid thing to hope for and one dashed when he'd seen their ultimate destination. Apparently, the Feds weren't fools.

Once there they'd been escorted to an obviously new section. Some of the engineers were openly admiring the newly-built facility. He did appreciate the creature comforts, but he'd much rather have a flag deck under his feet.

He wasn't sure why he was still alive. Why any of them were still alive for that matter. Apparently, the enemy saw something of value in them. At least they were different than his people. His would have been getting their sick and twisted jollies from prisoners before killing them or sending them to be slaves or gladiators back home.

He felt a little bit ashamed over that thought.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral V'r'z'll checked on the status of the fleet. Her engineers on Stennis were busy sorting the ship out. The fleet train was making great headway with the ship. She had sent over shipments of parts from her other carriers to help with repairs. It was her hope that possession would mean nine tenths of the law with the Admiralty.

She wasn't happy about the order to get an A.I. She had, however, opted for the minimum, a dumb A.I. As the doctor had explained it, the A.I. would be a fully-awakened sentient being in time. She hadn't been aware that she'd had a limited A.I. within her implants and within her speech centers the entire time. It made her superstitions, and issues with having a full A.I. seem petty.

They didn't even have to put her under the knife since she had a flag officer's full implants. They just needed to finish the download and then give the A.I. time to integrate and build its own neural network. For the first few weeks of its existence, the A.I. would spend time sleeping to integrate new experiences, but since it wasn't a 'smart' A.I., It would be a bit like a new baby but grow far faster than any organic. As a dumb A.I., she had been assured that the maturity level would be even faster. She would be able to use the A.I. as a member of her staff within days of their integration.

She was curious about that. She was curious about how it would make her more efficient and what it could mean to her future career.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kissinger shook his head as he read Agent N'gumo's report again. He'd authorized only soft intelligence gathering methods. So far, they were getting intel, but it was mostly what they already knew.

For instance, the fleet trains had arrived and were busy. The Federation was sending additional convoys and divisions of army and Marines to complete the invasion of the planet. The Feds had announced that on the news.

So, getting it from pillow talk from the sailors just confirmed the propaganda. The girls and boys were establishing links though, so that was a good thing.

One bit of news he hadn't known about were the losses at the H002 jump point. He'd initially been pleased that the Empire had managed to hurt the feds, but when the numbers had come in, he'd been appalled. Forty-seven imperial warships had faced off against thirty-two Fed navy ships. The numbers might be close until you factored in the tonnages involved. The Feds had only eight battle cruisers while the empire had fielded twenty. Yet the Feds, despite being ambushed, had put up such a fight that only one imperial ship, Stennis, had survived to surrender. The fact that nine imperial support ships had managed to escape wasn't much of a consolation prize.

If the Feds could do that with such a small force and with surprise on his people's side, what did it say about future battles when the Feds really got their feet under them?

And, more importantly to him at least, what did it mean for him and his forces on the ground when proper Federation ground forces arrived to dig him out?

Something told him he wasn't going to like the answer to either of those questions.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Ozman nodded to a pair of reservists and retirees. They were hardly what she'd consider frontline troops but that was probably a good thing. No one suspected someone that old could be trouble.

They were gearing up to fight a terrorist guerilla war. Fortunately, food was plentiful, they had no shortage of taps into the Fed's efforts to feed the population. They even had a modest stockpile of food. What they didn't have were uniforms, weapons, and other equipment of war.

And perhaps that was for the best. Uniforms identified them to the enemy as well as to the population when they wanted to blend in. Civilian dress then was the most appropriate. Weapons and equipment were an issue though. They had gathered some hunting rifles, and a few people had turned over stockpiles of weapons and ammunition they or their neighbors had hoarded. There were even a few radios, though she refused to trust those. Everything electronic was shut down before being moved to a safe house. The batteries were removed, and once in a safe house, they were left for a week. Then one of her naval techs would come by and inspect them. So far, they'd found one radio that had been bugged, proving her caution had been warranted.

General K had given her some reading material on fighting an insurgent war. Most of the material had been about how to fight the war from the other side, but she'd managed to pick up a few insights here and there. She was still in charge of logistics, which was fine for her. She wasn't interested in the operational side unless it was needed to gather more supplies.

Something told her that when the promised enemy ground forces arrived, those same supplies would be needed and in short supply.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agent N'gumo's eyes narrowed as he watched the sailors. He had been hoping the prostitutes would be able to entice the sailors out of the safe zones, so far no such luck. They seemed either wary or just too smart for such ploys.

He'd love to get a prostitute with STDs in with the sailors. Unfortunately, he had no way of telling if it would work or not.

He resented how life was returning to normal in the safe zones, even better than when his people had been in command, The natives seemed to be coming around to the Federation's charms. He shook his head. What did he expect? They bribed them with food and free medical care. Now some of their engineers were helping to rebuild homes and businesses.

He also didn't like that they were getting smarter about security. Everyone who entered a safe zone got an RF chip and an ID. He'd sent in two spies to get the devices and the IDs. An attempt to get a patsy through with a forged ID and hacked chip had ended up in a dismal failure, the spy had been busted right there at the check point. Apparently, they took security very seriously.

He wasn't sure what had given the kid away. They'd hacked the RF chip with the cover name and image, but it apparently hadn't been enough to fool the Marines at the check point. Could the Fed's vaunted A.I. be involved? Could they have some sort of database of faces and people to scan against? He wasn't sure. That idea made a bit of sense though. He made a note of it to bring up to the general the next time he reported in.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

John Smith, aka Smith 4, nodded as he continued working in the field. With only one hand, it was hard, terribly hard and frustrating. He couldn't dig at all for instance. Picking was about all he was good for, that and planting seeds by hand or running the wagon.

Still, it was a living, and it was giving him a credible back story for later. He'd already put in feelers for people who had been bitchy about the Feds in the bars. Given enough time he'd find the right group to insert himself into and then work his way up the ladder until he found a way to infiltrate an enemy resistance cell.

It was definitely a different sort of work than he'd done when he'd been in the proper resistance, sort of skewed everything. It was risky too; he could get killed by his own side. But it was thrilling, and if he played his cards right, he might be able to get the intel they needed to end the Horathian threat on his homeworld once and for all.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral V'r'z'll wasn't happy about her new orders. A courier had arrived with fresh orders for her Fifth Fleet to travel to Finagle to take and hold the star system.

The journey was going to be another long one, though there were reportedly forces there securing the star system. She could at least absorb them while sending back some of her ships to Pyrax or Garth for refit.

It was going to take six jumps to get to Finagle. She was going to pass through New Horizon but had strict orders to leave the picket there alone. She couldn't take them with her or draw much from them.

Worse news was that she couldn't take Stennis along. Her people had finally made great strides in getting the ship back into a fully-operational ship. The POWs had been transferred to a lunar colony. She had a skeleton crew on the ship, and it was finally doing operations off of her carrier decks. But the ship and the crew were to remain behind.

The absolute worse news was Finagle's location. She was going to be at the rump end of a very long supply chain. The fastest way to get ships and supplies to her would be from Garth it seemed. The same for returning damaged ships. Supposedly the Spacebees were going to be expanding the repair dock into a proper repair yard.

They were going to need it. New Horizon had been issued orders to send future prize ships to Garth instead of the long way to Pyrax.

The one bright spot was that she would be allowed to draw anything she wanted from captured ships. She could send them back to New Horizon or Garth with a prize crew or leave them or sun scuttle them. The same for their cargos.

She buzzed in annoyance. Right way, wrong way, navy way apparently.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

B-95a3

General Kodiak checked the status of the convoy and then nodded. Having most of his people travel in stasis was turning out to be a mixed blessing. They couldn't train, but they weren't getting into trouble either. And they weren't peeking too early.

He made the most of his time in the star system, getting as many downloads from the ansible before they made the trip to Dead Drop.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Pyrax

Vice Admiral Subert stood at attention in his formal uniform during the change of command ceremony. His insistence on taking on ONI had paid off, John had finally agreed. His Bekian replacement had taken several weeks to get up to speed though. She had come with flag officer implants but had neglected to install an A.I. She'd had to deal with that once the orders had come through that it wasn't optional.

She'd stalled with two weeks of liberty before giving in to take on a dumb A.I.

During his briefings with Vice Admiral Coral Summer, he'd grudgingly come to like the high elf but also to resent her. On paper and in person she was every centimeter a naval flag officer. But she had a chip on her shoulder. She had obviously known about his history before arriving in Pyrax. She'd been careful not to throw her weight around too much initially.

A judicious look into her own had shown him an able administrator and staff officer. She'd only held command of a tin can over two decades ago. She'd spent the bulk of her career managing stations and bases. She'd never held actual fleet command.

Maybe that was the point. He hadn't exercised fleet command very often himself. He still didn't like her attitude towards the old guard and those not from her precious home star system. He was finding himself siding with the people he'd trained over the Bekians more and more every day.

She was dutifully sworn and then his implant control keys were switched off. He saw them darken and disappear from his HUD. Well, that was that, he thought with a mental shrug.

He turned to the civilians in the group once the ceremony was complete. "Well, I guess I can finally take that vacation I'm overdue for by like six centuries or so," he drawled.

That earned a chuckle from the assembly. He turned back to the high elf. "Good luck, Admiral," he said.

"Thank you, Admiral," she murmured.

"With this lot you are going to need it," he teased, unable to stop himself from getting one last dig in. There was another polite chuckle from the group. After that it was the usual mingling and socializing.
  


 



Chapter 11
 

H001

Cyrano was surprised and grateful to see part of the Stennis convoy make it back. He'd ordered his force to remain in H001 once he'd absorbed the last convoy. He knew he was only delaying his inevitable confrontation, most likely a fatal one, with the emperor, but he was hoping something along the line in the convoys would give him enough punch to maybe get back on the offense.

No such luck.

The crews of the nine ships that had managed to escape Garth a second time were terrified and demoralized. Their leadership had managed to keep them together but they were jumpy. Repeated assurances that they were currently in control of the H001 star system seemed to fall on deaf ears for a short time before they finally accepted what his people were saying.

Many were ready and eager to move on.

It galled him that his people had confirmed an enemy presence in the star system. There was a single ion trail that led off into the outer star system. No doubt a prowler was there, waiting and watching them.

He decided, after consulting with Berney, that they'd leave a small force behind to watch H001. They would set up a loose picket perimeter around H002's jump point. Who knows, they might get lucky and trap the prowler in the star system. He was sorely tempted to send one or more ships into H002 to act as a tripwire. He wasn't sure though if they could outrun the enemy to be of any use as such though, so he held off.

"I've got that final report for you. You aren't going to like it though," Berney stated.

"More bad news? Why am I not surprised," Cyrano said heavily. "What is this about?"

"Stennis," his chief of staff stated. "Based on what we know, the ships we've got now are all that made it out. The rest were either destroyed or surrendered.”

"Damn," Cyrano said softly. He watched the replay. Berney had overlaid the sensor data from each of the ships and compiled it into a single plot. The battle was short and vicious. He was grateful to see the enemy ships take damage and even die, but the cost had been enormous.

"At least they gave as good as they got or as close to it as we can get these days," Berney said bitterly.

"True."

"I think you were right. If they were going to do it, they would have gotten here ahead of us. I'm starting to think we might have caught an inside straight. They are being methodical. Come in, kick us out, then absorb the conquered star system and set up for the next hit. Like a dinosaur," Berney stated.

"Exactly. We can count our blessings they aren't in the mood to use their speed to move fast."

"Yes, sir. I'm wondering if it will help us in the end though. They obviously feel like they can take their time and give us time to react."

"I know. And that's what bothers me about this situation the most."

"Yes, sir."

"We'll set up the picket as planned. Make sure they've got caches. One of the couriers is to remain here at the Horath jump point. Once the enemy is sighted, they are to fall back and alert the courier. She's to jump as soon as they get as much information as they can to her. She's not to dawdle though."

"Aye aye, sir. You think they'll send prowlers first though?"

"That's my thought," Cyrano said. "I doubt our people will get a piece of them. But they can at least send us a warning they are coming."

"Aye aye, sir. I'll cut the orders."

"Good. Once that's done, we'll move out to Horath and face the music."

Berney hesitated but then nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once the bulk of the Retribution fleet jumped, the prowler took careful note of the pickets and then dropped a series of recon drones to keep tabs on things. She then headed in the general direction of the H002 jump point. She veered well off course though and overshot by at least two AU before the ship dropped her stealth and jumped into hyperspace.

The Horathian picket ships noted the departure nervously but could do nothing about it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Horath

Elvira nodded as she read the reports. The Forager project had worked out a bit; she'd lucked out with the ship. It was little more than a barge, but with a few days of refit, they'd managed to get life support on her and enough power for her to be put to some use. Her use in the belt was marginal, but any extra industrial capacity was welcome at this point. Besides, she was an additional staging point for the mining tugs and a small spot of good news for the palace to release.

The other ships had faired along the same lines, though two of the freighters she'd selected had been little more than scrap value. They had been stripped of their sublight engines and anything else. She'd tagged them for the breakers.

Even though they had only one remaining sublight engine each, the other freighters had been put to work moving low-order goods and equipment around the solar system. They were also excellent training platforms for midshipmen. The other industrial ship, a small Bladesmith class factory ship, had also been stripped of all of her engines and her reactors, but she had still retained a quarter of her industrial equipment, enough to warrant putting her back into service, also as a barge platform. Work was underway in the yard. They'd also found a Farrier class industrial ship in the process. The ship had been misidentified as a freighter. She was a small handyman type of freighter that had gone around to small independent colonies providing industrial services. Apparently, at some point in her history, her replicators had been taken out, along with her engines, reactor, and hyperdrive. But the ship's hull was sound, and there had been enough there to give them a place to stuff in some life support, grinders, and other equipment and then put her to use in the belt as well. She was hoping that between the two ships they'd be able to supply some additional raw material while also maybe servicing ships that were missing out on routine maintenance now that the yards were saturated. Anything to keep them in space longer.

It was progress, though only a little bit in her estimation. She had wanted to do more but the brass had moved her back to R&D once the ships had returned to space. Her grav lance project had moved into production and there had been problems there. Her fighters and CEVs had faced a series of problems and delays, and she'd had to straighten them out.

She had managed to copy the software they'd used to test the latest fighters and create new simulator packages for BuSchools to use to train the next generation of fighter pilots … or at least get older pilots up to speed on the new hardware. She was a bit confused about why they were pushing it all the way down to the boarding schools, but that wasn't her concern.

Again progress, though not as fulfilling as she'd hoped.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Another convoy was forming up to go to Garth when the Retribution Fleet courier arrived spoiling it. The courier flashed her IFF and then flashed a priority one dispatch. High Command immediately downloaded the news of the fall of Garth.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin scowled as he read the news report. The fact that it wasn't good was putting it mildly. Cyrano hadn't been able to hold; they'd waited too long to send the reinforcements to him. He scrubbed his face. The fallout was going to be … bad—spectacularly bad. He looked at the clock. No doubt the palace had the dispatch by now. If a page was brave enough to wake the emperor, he didn't envy the messenger at all.

If the kid survived, he hoped someone recognized that bravery. He snorted to himself and then got busy. They were going to need a series of proactive moves to get the emperor off their back and find a way to get the Federation to stall the next offense.

The fact that the next offense could be on his doorstep was enough for him to focus his thoughts and call his people in.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Emperor Piotr read the news from the courier. "So. Garth has fallen. Just as I predicted it would. I knew I should have gotten rid of that fool earlier! He's done. Do you hear me? De Gaulte is a dead man," he said turning to the cabinet. No one would meet his eyes and deny him that.

Catherine sat in her chair without looking at anyone. She realized that there was nothing she could do for Cyrano, nothing at all. He had failed, and he'd not only failed once but repeatedly. Her father was ultimately to blame for denying Cyrano the resources he needed to fight but there was no point arguing it. Attempting to intervene would most likely turn her father against her and tip her hand.

"Your majesty, he's falling back to Horath. H002 and H001 are not defensible. We need the information in those ships and in the minds of the survivors," Countess Newberry surprised her by saying.

The emperor turned to her. "Trust a spook to look for and see information as a win," he said.

"I see any way we can learn from this and do everything we can to prevent a repeat as a good thing, not necessarily a win," the countess replied stiffly.

"We have their logs and what information they could send to us in the courier," Admiral Cartwright stated. It bothered the hell out of him that one of his cousins was on the Stennis convoy. If he was lucky, he got out. If not …

"So much for your lover's vaunted escort carriers," her father said, breaking through Catherine's fudge. She looked up in shock at the open admission to her relationship as well as the use of it as a slap.

"Excuse me?"

"The carriers! They were useless!"

Admiral Rico grimaced but then waved a hand. "Actually your highness," he intervened looking at Catherine and the other officers. "We don't know that. None of the new CEVs were in the Garth engagement. The ones that were there were to be refitted in Garth. We don't know how they fared."

"Ah, my mistake," her father said sarcastically.

Catherine shook herself subtly. "Pity he didn't get the support he needed when he needed it," she said, eyeing her father directly. She noted Coutness Newberry suck in a breath but continued her look. She didn't care at the moment if the confrontation damaged her plan.

He glared right back at her. "So this is my fault now?"

"Yes," she said evenly. More than one person blinked in shock at her coming out with it. "You taught me to own up to my mistakes. There is blame here to go around. But look in the mirror for the lion's share of it. You screwed up in delaying the vital resources to get to Garth. That's on you."

Her father's complexion turned an interesting shade of red. She saw one of his guards shift slightly, but he shook his head.

Piotr sat back as he continued to stare at her. "So, you do have a backbone after all."

She smiled. "You thought I'd defend Cyrano. I can't. Ultimately, he couldn't hold. Why he couldn't hold is on you. But he couldn't find a way to make what little he had work to his advantage. He tried; his reports reflect that. He ran even before he had to. The only reason he got any of his command out was because he ran." She shrugged. "But he's done as a commanding officer. The best we can do is to pick up the pieces and use what he learned to fight on." She shook her head. "They say that the best training is getting your ass kicked repeatedly so you can learn from your mistakes. I guess you could say we just had some very good training."

The silence between them stretched for a long moment. Finally her father nodded once. "Retaking the territory and the initiative is going to be hard," he said.

"That it is. We're going to have to commit resources that we would otherwise like to keep to ourselves. Like Grams said, this is high stakes. We're about to go all in whether we like it or not."

He nodded once and then turned to Countess Newberry. "I do believe," his voice returned to more normal lines, "you said you are processing the intel dump?"

"Yes," she said, looking at Malwin and Theo and then back to the emperor. "We're already providing what we can to the fighter community. It looks like the Federation is shifting to a carrier war. It makes sense; their bombers loaded with antimatter torpedoes will make short work of our fortresses and battle line," she stated.

The emperor grimaced. "I respect truth," he said after a moment. "I don't have to like it though."

Malwin chuckled bitterly. "I don't think any of us like it your majesty. We are trying to find ways to counter the threat. We've got historians digging through the archives for the historic counters to carrier operations. Updating and training our forces will take some time. We're also looking into a spoiler raid or other operation to throw them off balance."

The emperor's eyes suddenly gleamed. "That I can definitely get on board with. What did you have in mind?"

"Well, we obviously can't hit their major yards, but we can send a cruiser force south to see what's going on in New Horizon and beyond. They should be able to sweep up any light enemy forces they run into if we make the force strong enough. We can remain in contact with couriers but it's a long road. What I'd like to do is send at least a division of battle cruisers with them and make a run at B101a1. We know that we can't assault Pyrax directly, that would be a suicide mission, but we might be able to look for targets of opportunity in that area."

"For instance?"

"Well, for instance any convoys they are using to support their carrier fleet that came from that direction. Also, we could send the cruiser force up north from B101a1 to hit Kathy's World from behind, maybe even get through it to Protodon. We believe they are using it as a staging ground, hitting that with a solid raiding force could throw off their attack on us for months, possibly a year or more."

The emperor nodded. "Draw up the plans and let me see them."

"Yes, sire."

"Now …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sabine sat back with a mental sigh as the meeting returned to normal lines and patterns. Catherine had risked a lot with that direct confrontation of her father. It was a sore point, but she had run on her instincts. The direct confrontation had thrown ice water on her father though, making him take a step back and think. That may or may not be a good thing long term.

She looked at the princess out of the corner of her eye. You play a dangerous game, princess, but if it was an easy game, anyone would play.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira found herself kicking herself over feeling bored when she was tasked with finding a way to swat fighters and bombers in droves. She had already looked into it once. The Taurens had hit on the idea of using mass shotgun fire, rail gun spreading clouds of metal into the path of incoming craft to tear them up or at least force them to maneuver away.

A similar method used missiles with nuclear or antimatter warheads. They would go off tearing the enemy up or forcing them to maneuver away.

The brass wanted them dead though. That meant they had to force the craft into kill zones and then swat them. How was a problem. She returned to her research.

The problem had been considered over the centuries prior to the Xeno war of course. Various solutions had been found; some worked better than others. Like any arms race there was the weapon and then a counter to it. Maneuver was the simplest, be where the enemy wasn't. If you saw the enemy moving, force them to alter course to chase you and therefore expend fuel and life support. But to do that they needed a good strong recon bubble out there to detect the incoming craft early enough.

Interceptors were another traditional method. Raptors had once been a good craft for such things, small and cheap. They were deathtraps against modern craft though. Firing spreads of missiles had nearly the same effect with less waste.

The scariest method was a nanite cloud. Spread a cloud out, and if it could get through the enemy's shields, it could tear them apart. The problem was it was a hazard to anyone's navigation, not just the enemies. Besides, they didn't have access to nanotech like that so she set it aside.

She frowned as she checked on the Grav Lance Project and then went back to what she called the Flyswatter Project. Could she combine the two? There had been some mention of using shields or force emitters … she frowned and played with her lip as she pulled the references up.

Ah, yes. Force emitter bubbles, really mines, could be made. The idea had come from someone who had pitched using force emitters to create gravity wells to defend against missiles, rail guns, or craft. But power was a problem they didn't last long before they ate themselves.

But a lower power setup might be more effective. They were exploring using her grav lance emitters for counter missiles. Set up an umbrella of force and have it sweep ahead destroying missiles … what if they made a mine? Or a better counter missile? Or hell, even a torpedo? Force emitters disrupted other force emitters if they weren't properly tuned. If she set hers to randomly change frequency and duration, that would disrupt the enemy's emitters. They would therefore have no shields. If they encountered a second wave of force emitters, then they would get torn up …

Her tongue played over her front teeth to keep herself from biting her lip as she began to write up what she had in mind. Finding out a way to achieve the project might take longer though.
  


 



Chapter 12
 

Antigua

Colton felt ever much a passenger, or worse, cargo as his Shield Team arrived in Antigua. It had taken them approximately eleven weeks to get from Pyrax to the capital star system. Skye had shown him a comparison, if they'd been with the regular convoy, they'd still be passing through B452c bumbling around in the mid beta bands. He could appreciate the speed but hated the sudden exposure that came with it.

Not that they'd had much of a choice.

He had to admit; the images Skye had obtained of the star system had been impressive. The video and stills they had seen in Bek as well as in transit didn't give the work going on justice. The system was seething with activity and easily rivaled or surpassed Bek A. There may not be as many ships or stations in some areas, but in other areas Antigua was in a league all on their own.

Four days after entering the star system, they debarked at a navy way station in the inner star system. From there his team sprang into action, following the plan he'd dreamed up on the way there. Skye had been given time to work on her side of the plan, but he had come to learn he couldn't rely heavily on her skills. Even though she had brushed up on them, the number of A.I. in the computer network forced her to work only on the fringes of the net.

Still, it was enough for her to get them a meeting place, scout where he had to go based on his orders and a meeting place. He left Mae in charge of the others as he followed his orders to report in.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Yorgi nodded to Colton as the man came into his office. His yeoman was apparently not at his desk, something Colton had no doubt arranged in advance. All of his games were amusing Yorgi thought as he surveyed the other man.

"Keeping in practice I see," he drawled.

Colton was in a captain's uniform so he didn't look out of place in the complex. Apparently, he'd spent a few minutes observing the comings and goings of the complex. Where he'd gotten the uniform was a question best to be ignored Yorgi thought, putting the question aside.

"Welcome aboard, Captain," he said dryly as the two men shook hands. He indicated they should take a seat. Once they were settled in, he offered refreshments as he silently indicated to Geni to secure the room.

"One of your operatives tried to track you. I am assuming it is your cyberist. She didn't get past the firewalls," Geni stated smugly.

"An A.I., Admiral?" Colton asked, looking at the holographic avatar on the desk.

"This is Ensign Geni, my assistant," the admiral stated with a nod to her.

"Thank you, sir," Geni replied.

"Long trip?"

"Not as long as it could have been. Thanks for the courier," Colton stated as he crossed his ankles and sat back. "Nice digs," he said, looking around the room.

"It's home," Yorgi stated. "I thought you'd try to get into the admin complex," he stated.

"You knew I was here. I could blend in more easily there, but security is as tight there as it is here. And here I can get out," Colton replied mildly.

Yorgi looked at him and then snorted. No doubt Colton had at least one evac plan.

"Well, that won't be necessary, though no doubt it would be interesting to get a critique of our security."

"I'll write it up," Colton replied with a dutiful nod.

"Good. Independent eyes and all that. Now, I've got about a half hour to talk to you in my schedule. I wish I had more …"

"But you are a busy man," Colton replied. "I understand, sir. Not a problem."

"Okay, here's the deal. I've read your reports, what little you put in them. Now we have to decide what to do with you."

"I thought you had something in mind?"

"I do. The first option is to break the team up and give them each their own teams to lead."

Colton shook his head. He didn't even have to check with the team on that one. "Not an option, sir," he stated flatly.

Yorgi studied him and then nodded once. "Okay, so, that leaves three options. One, you can stay here and do different missions here. I was considering that for Fitz and Simmons. Mack could have a hand with them, and I suppose Mae and you could work in the ONI shop with some of the others."

"And Skye?"

"We … can use her in a variety of places. Looking for the Wraith for one or sifting through interrogations."

"Okay, what else do you have, sir? I'm not ruling that option out; I just want to know everything that is on the table."

Yorgi nodded. He knew better than to pull rank on Phil. "Option two is we send you to the war front, and you can work with the ONI assets in the field to root out the Horathians and process information there. I'd considered inserting you into Horath itself but that would be tough."

Phil grimaced.

"The third option is sending you to another sector to set up shop. Both Tau and Pi are hurting for ONI. We've been focused on the war front. You'd pretty much be on your own with a vague list of mission objectives, and you'd have to make things up as you go along."

Phil frowned thoughtfully. "I know Fitz and Simmons would love to get their hands dirty here. But I really like the third option."

Yorgi blinked. "Can I ask why you don't want the second?"

"Well, I considered it on the way here. We could probably handle it but the odds of being picked up are extremely high if we did a full bore insert into Horath. The background briefs would take forever. We'd get a lot in transit of course, but we would be going in with just those background briefs, no actual experience about the planet."

Yorgi nodded.

"Headed to one of the planets to root out the enemy sounds good, but I think you've got people on that already."

Yorgi nodded again.

"I honestly don't know which option to choose. I know Fitz and Simmons are brilliant, but I don't know how much use they will be here. Another set of eyes and a fresh viewpoint might find something someone else missed but …"

"But not always."

"Right. Can I have some time to think about it, sir? Give the team a couple days to stretch their legs and check things out? Maybe a week to get up to speed? None of us have implants either."

"One of the things we need to get you up to speed on. And we need to do that soon; the next ship headed to Charon is slated for next month. Okay, so, we'll play it this way. I'll get you sorted out on the implant schedule, debriefs, and you can poke your noses around. Catch some classes, get some downtime, soak up the sun, whatever."

"I think the team is a bit tired of sun, but I wouldn't mind it," Phil replied with a shrug.

"You are rather pale," Yorgi stated.

"Yes, sir," Phil replied. He snorted.

"What?"

"I was going to say being on a ship for months on end can do that to you," Phil replied.

"True," Yorgi replied, cracking a small brief smile.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

It took Colton an hour to get clear of the ONI complex and out of habit, make sure he didn't have a tail. Once he was ready, he sent the signal and met up with the team at the designated meeting point for their quiet discussion.

Skye and Mack had secured the small cargo bay for the time being. They wouldn't be there too long.

Colton outlined his meeting and then started in on his pitch to them. "The good news is, we've got a week off to settle in and explore." He waited for the brief cheers to subside.

"What's the bad news?" Mae asked, crossing her arms in front of her.

"The bad is we've got to get updated and then we've got mission options."

"Excuse me, sir, how is that bad?" Simmons asked. "Isn't that a good thing?"

"Well, it is and it isn't. It means the powers that be don't have a clear role for us. It also means we've got to get updates."

Fitz and Simmons looked at each other and then over to Mack.

"Yes, I know each of you have basic ID implants," Phil replied with a wave of his hand. "I get that. But we've got to have the full ONI treatment."

"Okay," Simmons replied with a nod.

"We're also probably going to be tapped to train and learn at the same time," Colton explained.

"Train what, new recruits?"

"Yes. We've got less than a month here. Admiral Sienkov gave me three options, and I've narrowed it to two. I'm actually for the third option, but I wanted to give you a shot at what you'd like," he said, surveying the group.

"Two options," Mack said. "What's the first?"

"The first is we extend the teaching and student jobs and the team stays here or breaks up."

"You mean we'd go to the Academy? Train as well as play guest lecturer?"

"And college and other facilities. It would significantly raise our public profile," Colton said, sounding uncomfortable. "We may have some work with the prisoners. We will also need to learn the new tech and procedures, but we will be able to take our time."

There was a long uncomfortable pause. He knew that Fitz and Simmons were most comfortable in the academic environment and both wanted to start a family. Mae was also more interested in taking a desk job then being in the field with the team.

"What's the second option?" Mack asked after clearing his throat.

"Eh? Sorry," Colton waved a hand. "Option two was being inserted on an occupied world to help with ONI and the military's roundup of the pirates or being inserted onto Horath itself. The odds of survival of the last are low."

"I'll say," Mack snorted as the others showed various facial expressions of surprise and repugnance. "We have little intel on the planet, no way can we get in easy. It's a fortress," he said with a shake of his head.

"Apparently, ONI has done it before on Dead Drop and Garth. Extract isn't much of an option though, at least not until the cavalry shows up."

"And we don't know when," Mae stated

"Correct. We also don't know the missions there. They could be virtual suicide missions. We would have the time in transit to prepare, and we'd have databases to draw off of. Everything they've collected on Horath. But we'd be going in cold."

"I think we can pass on that one," Fitz stated.

"I think he already did," Skye stated, looking at Colton.

"Right. I did just that. So, option three is we go to another sector and set up ONI's shop. We build it from the ground up our way."

Skye blinked. Mack pursed his lips and then nodded once. Fitz sat still. Simmons looked eager but then turned a worried look on her partner and then Mae and Colton. "Sir? How is that supposed to work?"

"We'll be given training, a budget, and some gear, plus keys to make gear there. We'll have to train locals as agents. We'll be supplemented by ONI operatives already in the field as well as ONI operatives on the few warships in the sector. But we'd be more or less on our own."

"Talk about pulling a bloody rabbit out of our hat," Fitz muttered.

"I don't know the expectations there. There are a lot of factors, transit time, communication lag, but we'd have a lot of toys to play with. And we can call on the navy for support. The same for the other branches."

"It sounds like you've made up your mind already," Mae said. "So, why ask us at all?"

"I know where I want to go, but I want everyone to have a shot at it. This is a major life-changing decision for all of us. We don't know when we'll get back here."

"We knew that the moment we left Bek, sir. We don't know if we'll ever see home again," Simmons replied quietly. The others nodded.

"I like option three. I like being our own bosses," Skye said slowly. "I mean, we've been pretty much doing things on our own for a while now. Why stop a good thing?"

"We'll have oversight. We'll have to report to the chain of command but it will be far away. Direct supervision will be by the senior officer in the sector. But even that might be more or less hands off."

"See new places, maybe fly new ships … slower pace … I'm in," Mae said with a curt nod.

"I like it. I think we can set up our own tech. I'm curious, are we going to get our own ship?" Mack asked. Fitz and Simmons looked instantly interested.

"You know, I didn't ask that. I can though," Colton stated. "With our troop we'd need a bus though."

"A fast courier. An antimatter courier, armed of course. It's got to have good stealth," Mae stated. "I'll need to train to fly her. We'll need more crew too."

"Mack and I can handle engineering," Fitz volunteered. "Simmons can handle medical and life support."

"We'll need an A.I." Skye stated. The others turned to her in surprise. Colton frowned. "It's not that farfetched, people," Skye stated. "I'm pretty sure we were going to get one or more. We'll need it anyway. I can't be everywhere to crack every system," she stated.

"Humbled by the experience in Pyrax?" Mae teased.

"Something like that," Skye replied with a grimace.

Colton nodded slowly. "Okay. So, we have a counteroffer and some ideas. Are we all in agreement?" Everyone nodded. "Okay, so, that leaves us where."

"Sigma, Tau, or Pi, right?" Mack asked.

"Yes."

"Tau will take over a year to get there. Including the time it will take to get across Rho to get to Airea 3," Fitz stated. "Sigma is almost as bad, and we'd be in enemy territory right off."

"I like the idea of Pi. Simple, it’s right there, and we can do a lot with the resources already in the sector to draw on," Mae stated.

Colton gave her a long look. She just looked back at him. Finally, he ducked his head and shook his head. "I should have known not to get into a staring match with you."

"Serves you right," she murmured.

"I like the idea of going to Pi. Tir na Nog is a medical world. I can check that out. And we know the enemy is sending bioweapons. I'd like to be up-to-date on them," Simmons stated.

"And the navy mission in Pi is to shut the pirates down, take out their bases, and salvage any ships they've captured," Mack stated. Fitz instantly perked up at that news. "I'm all for that," Mack growled deeply.

"Here here," Fitz said, looking at Colton for confirmation.

Colton turned to Mae and Skye. Both nodded.

"All right, Pi it is. We'll need a list. And for some reason I'm now interested in apple pie after lunch, Dutch apple pie."

"I found a diner nearby, sir," Skye stated. "Good reviews," she stated, holding up her tablet.

"A step ahead. Good. Let's go then and discuss what we'll need," Colton said with a smile.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Yorgi met with Monty and Fletcher later that evening. He blocked out the conversation with Colton to the others. Monty nodded. "I have to agree to Colton's plan. We don't have enough ship assets of our own. We need to change that."

"The ship is a good idea," Geni inserted, "as is giving them a dedicated A.I. for support."

"I am a bit concerned though," Monty said slowly.

"Oh?"

"You aren't worried about their having a problem handling the load of running the ship plus the ground operations? And overseeing the sector?" Monty asked. "I know they can multitask, but there is a limit for us organics."

"I think that's a lot for anyone's plate," Fletcher inserted. "But we will send them A.I. support as Geni and Agent Colton mentioned. And you can add to their team."

"Integrating additional people into their team is tricky. It's not that they aren't open; it's just that they have bad luck keeping people alive."

"Ah?" Monty asked.

"They have inserted into some terrorist organizations including a nasty cult and took casualties on several occasions. I don't know how much you know about Bek's history …"

"Some. I obviously only skimmed the basics though," Monty replied.

"Ah. Well, let's just say there is a reason we've had a big Office of Naval Intelligence for so long. And we've worked hard at keeping the peace. But we haven't always been successful."

"Oh. I guess I need to do some additional reading," Monty replied dryly.

"Some of it was burn before you read and never made it to a file," Yorgi stated. He didn't mention that was because some of it had involved deep cover work that had compromised a few ethical boundaries.

"Oh. Yeah, those are the fun ones that keep you up at night."

"Exactly. And this team is one of the best at getting in and out of situations. But not always with their people intact." He didn't add that Colton had an artificial hand Fitz and Simmons had cooked up or where he'd gotten it.

"Ah."

"The ship idea though, it's a good one. They'll need mobile assets. A Meridian class do you think?"

"I think it might work," Monty said slowly as his A.I. pulled up the stats of Meridian for him. "She certainly has the stealth and sensors they'll need. Small enough to get in and out of star systems easily but large enough to get to Pi on her own. But she's not armed. Nor does she have the cargo capacity to send a lot of tech with them."

"That's what replicators are for. And we can talk to the design board about modifying a Meridian. Antimatter power is definitely a must. I see why John was pushing it."

"Yes. Well, if we can get them to build one … then Shield will have its bus."

"I know. But that throws off my plan to send them right away," Yorgi stated with a grimace.

"True. But it gives us time to work on using them here while they wait on their bus. Or, they can go, and it'll catch up. Up to you, sir," Monty stated.

"My gut says make them wait but I know Colton isn't thrilled about public exposure. He prefers to live in the shadows. Let's find out what's available and then give him a timeline. If he can't wait, then we'll go ahead and send them ahead."

"Roger that," Monty replied with a nod.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Colton received an email with confirmation of the first step. He privately had to admit that having implants and the ability to access electronics and electronic documents through them was appealing in some ways. There was still the atavistic fear of being taken over somehow by them, but Fitz, Simmons, and even Skye had scoffed at the very idea. "So, the powers that be have cleared us for the time off. And we're going to go through the full implant procedure," he said, "each of us."

Fitz and Simmons nodded.

"ONI implants are very different than standard naval implants, just so you are aware. Among other things, each of us are going to get extensive enhancements and security packages." He grimaced.

"I can help there," Simmons said brightly.

"No doubt you could, but I also received passes for you, Skye, Fitz, and Mack to visit the R&D centers once you return from liberty. I guess they want the rest of us to go first," he drawled, looking at Mae.

Mae nodded ever so slightly. She could tell Phil was worried about something, but he wasn't willing to discuss it in front of the team. So be it. She'd get it out of him later.

"I'm not big on R&D myself," Mack admitted. "I'm more of a hands-on kind of guy," he said gruffly. "But I'd like to nose around a bit."

Colton nodded. "I'm sure an actual engineer's point of view will be helpful to them. Keeping them grounded is probably a good idea," he said, shooting a look at the trio.

"We're not completely lost," Fitz said crossly. "We don't need a babysitter. No offense, Mack," he said shooting a look at Mack.

Mae sniffed. "Oh no? You three get your heads so far into the clouds you forget to breathe, let alone eat. And Mack may need to know some of this tech later," she said with a shrug. She turned to Mack. "Let me know if they've got any new ships to test fly."

"Of course," Mack said, cracking a smile. Mae was obviously itchy to get some stick time in, even if it was with a simulator.

"I want to know more about the A.I. and the A.I. Xeno Wraith I keep hearing about," Skye stated.

Mack whistled softly.

"I'm curious about the cybernetics myself," Simmons stated. "Though I'd like to know more about the medical procedures. I tried to get caught up while in transit, but I was limited to what I could access," she stated.

"Good idea," Colton stated. "I don't know what we're going to be allowed to carry but plan on an extensive reading list for the move."

"Did they say where we're going, sir?" Fitz asked as he and the others looked up and directly at the team leader.

"Not yet. But I've got a feeling we're going to go to Pi. In either case we're going to spend time in transit so be prepared for it. Stock up on reading material and sims."

"Yes, sir. Can I get my hands on that engineering A.I.?" Fitz asked, looking from him to Skye. "Mercury? I know Admiral Logan had a copy."

"I'll look into getting you one," Skye stated with a nod.

"You lot sound like you are already headed to R&D," Mae replied with a shake of her head.

"Oh, could we, sir?" Simmons asked breathlessly.

Colton's lips puckered for a moment before he shrugged. "Why not? I'll put in a word. And maybe, if they let you," he turned to address his Mack and Fitz, "you’ll have a hand in the design of the ship I pitched. And you can quite possibly oversee its construction."

Mack nodded.

"Hey, yeah, that'd be stellar," Fitz said with a grin.

"Okay. Pick your liberty locations and keep in contact. I'm first up to go under the knife. Apparently, I'm going to have some recovery time, so they figured they'd combine it with my liberty."

"Sand, sun, and nice surf?" Mae asked with a smile.

"I have to admit, I am curious about what they've got here," Colton said as the group broke up.
  


 



Chapter 13
 

Sprite oversaw the wrap-up of the investigation into the early return of the hyper platforms. The engineering commander assigned to the task seemed phlegmatic over the entire ordeal. "So, you are saying there is no malfunction. They've got full antimatter?"

"Yes. No temporal anomalies either," Commander Berkowitz reported, checking his notes. "We checked for chronotrons, spatial stretching, the clocks, and even checked radio isotopes. Everything checks out as normal."

"Back up. Temporal anomalies?"

"Admiral Irons asked for it."

"That's news to me. Okay, but none found. So what happened?"

"They apparently ran into a rich stream of energy and filled up like ticks. Faster than we expected. We have the coordinates, so we're planning to send them there again. Hopefully, the stream hasn't shifted."

"Understood. Carry on then I suppose," Sprite said in bemusement.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sprite managed to slip the report in to Admiral Irons in-between appointments. He listened and nodded. When she finished, she couldn't resist asking about the temporal anomalies. "The commander said you ordered a check."

"Classified."

"Classified?"

"Yes."

"So, we have a bit of an antimatter surplus at the moment. And when we get the next shipment in from Pyrax as well as the one from … elsewhere, we'll be swimming in antimatter. If that is even possible."

"Not quite but it will seem that way. We'll need to arrange a shipment to the front once we have the pieces in place. This means we're going to be behind on hyper mines though or, to put it differently, ahead of where we expected to be."

"Understood. And you still wish to move forward with the blockade?"

"Yes. We contain them, force them into their shell, then take them apart on our schedule. We're going to wear them down."

"Understood. And this means we'll have enough fuel for the antimatter powered ships as well as the antimatter torpedoes and weapons programs," she stated. He nodded. "Classified though?"

He snorted. "Back to that?" he asked with a half-smile.

"Yes. Always. You know me."

"That I do. And yes, I know you have a high classification level. This is above that for the moment. All will be explained in time."

"Understood. As long as you scratch that annoying itch sometime."

He snorted. "All good things come in time."

"Sure they do."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Pashenkov went to Admiral Irons once the investigation into the BuSchools mess was complete. He was aware he'd been fingered, but his A.I. had backed him up and helped to clear his name. He admitted that he had known about the antics to replace Matilda but hadn't stopped it or reported it.

"Why?"

"Sir …"

"No excuses. Just that, why?" He hadn't been happy that so many officers had been slipped on the promotions list. He'd slipped up on not vetting them. Many had just been names on a sheet, and he'd blithely signed off on the order.

Not anymore. Now he was running them past Sprite or Fletcher or someone else. And they were working with other A.I. in the fleet to make alterations to personal jackets noticeable. What was changed, by who, and when would be in embedded in the code.

"You have to understand. I knew but if I said something I'd be undercut by my subordinates. Some of them might go out of their way to make something fail so I'd look bad. Stick a knife in my back." Admiral Irons grimaced in memory. He'd seen that a few times before the Xeno war. He nodded subtly. "So I'd get into trouble, so I'd catch hell for it," the Neowolf grimaced. "That is how it works in Bek. Positions can be cutthroat. You build a group of people around you, a group you can trust. You have a line of protégées and you are one of them. You scratch their back; they scratch and cover yours."

"I see," the admiral stated.

"You can't tell me that wasn't how it was in the old Federation," the Neowolf stated.

"No, pretty close. I'd like to romanticize it and say it wasn't but it was. But I'm trying to get past that and build something better."

"Ah."

"And, the only way to do that is to find people who share that dream and will step up. Who aren't afraid of the ire of their subordinates. An officer needs to be able to make the hard call, despite potential consequences for their career," the admiral said eyeing the Neowolf.

The wolf's ears went back and then slowly rose. "Yeah, I screwed up."

"Yes, you did." Admiral Irons frowned and looked away. "You are on probation like Yorgi. If I run into another problem, you are gone. I'll take the hit, but I'll find someone I can trust to get the job done."

"Yes, sir."

"I mean it. I bend over backwards to give people a second or even a third chance. But there is a limit to that credit line. Spread the word. Everyone needs to get with the program. We're supposed to be one navy, not Bekians versus the rest."

"I'll do my best, sir," the Neowolf stated.

"Good. See that you do."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons nodded a little as he scanned the latest prowler design. Not bad, the special one off design they were calling the Bus for Yorgi's so-called Shield Team was taking shape. He had his doubts about the armament though.

Captain JG Gray wanted to include torpedo or missile launchers in the next class of armed prowlers but he couldn't see it. The Shield Team's Bus couldn't hold more than a dozen missiles in her tiny magazine, there was no point in trying to put them in to full production. No, if they did use missiles or torpedoes the best option was to kick them loose from a boat bay. That would allow the mother ship to get clear of them before they were activated. They'd have a slow launch, but it would still screw with whoever was fired upon.

And, if they were very lucky, they might take the target out.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Vice Admiral Pashenkov grimaced, ears slightly back, as he read the latest news report. Public Affairs was having a hard time dealing with the fallout from Admiral Irons latest temper tantrum. Not that he could blame the admiral. The admiral was right. His people were getting too cute. He just didn't know how to get them to rein it in without getting a knife stabbed in his own back in the process.

He was already on thin ice with the admiral; he didn't want to stumble and break through at this point.

Some of the admiral's orders had been leaked back home in Bek. They were making waves there, creating a new line of controversy for the admiral. It was starting to splash over here, where people like Knox News were getting their hands on it.

The thing that bothered him was that they were making their own pain, giving themselves a headache. And for what? His people just didn't get the idea of a long game.

He inhaled and then exhaled heavily.

Vice Admiral Subert might change things up locally. He was definitely intent on shaking things up, and he made no bones about being unhappy about being replaced by a Bekian. Georgi shook his head. They couldn't have it both ways; if they wanted Bekian help, they had to accept some of the good with the bad.

Still, it might be a wise idea to talk things over a little with Yorgi, Odette, and a few others. Maybe they could spread the word for their people to remember they were all supposed to be one big happy family.

It was worth a try at any rate.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Liobat did her best to weather the storm in the press conference. Despite no news from the front, the navy was in an uproar over the admiral's recent policy changes. Some were speaking out for and against it. There were even lawsuits pending over bias. The navy was supposed to be apolitical. Bekian officers were suing with the message that anyone should be allowed to serve while non Bekian officers were suing because they'd been slighted.

It was a mess. A big one. She wanted to hope for something, anything to distract them. But knowing her position with Lady Luck as of late, Murphy would put in an appearance and maliciously pile the bad luck right on top of her, threatening to drown her in bad news. No, she'd do her best. Batten down the hatches and do her best while referring naval questions to the Admiralty with her best polite expression.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Governor Jeff Randall felt his wife rub his back in support. He smiled slightly to her as he stood at the podium.

In another two days, they'd be on their way. He and the other candidates for the VP position were being allowed to fly on couriers around the sector. He had a tight itinerary. If it all played out right, he'd manage a single loop in six months and return to the capital with a few days to spare before the Federation Election Day.

Hopefully.

"Ladies and gentlemen, this will be my last briefing as governor of Antigua. The vote has been decided. The swearing-in is tomorrow. My family and I will be moving on to the campaign trail as we embark on a new and exciting path that will hopefully lead to the Vice Presidency."

"Onward to better and brighter things," a reporter in the front row murmured.

"I'd say different things myself," Governor Randall stated. "I don't see many places better than Antigua. But the campaign trail will give us the opportunity to see some of those different places and people. We'll see what the future brings together," he said, smiling indulgently to his wife.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

With the Admiralty scandal in the minds of the viewing public, Congress insisted on more oversight of discretionary spending and black programs. They insisted publicly that they would no longer give Admiral Irons a rubber stamp.

Admiral Irons, however, put his own spin on things. He made it clear that they had to treat all of the information as classified and that they had to be cleared to be read-in. If they refused, they would not be briefed on intelligence grounds.

"You expect us to rubber stamp everything? Right up until we're insolvent?" Senator Russell demanded in a closed-door meeting.

"Not blindly, no. You've seen what I've done from before; you can take what I'm doing now on faith."

"I'm sorry; we need to exercise our constitutional duty of oversight," Senator Merkoski stated. He wanted to know what was going on so he could best use it to his own advantage. Other congressional leaders nodded in support of his statement.

"Very well, here is how it is going to go," the admiral said, all business. "If you are read-in, it means you get a briefing, a limited briefing but not your staff. You will have access to information, but you will not be able to copy it or take it home. Your implants will be monitoring you."

Senator Mayfair's eyes narrowed. "So? Now you are threatening us?"

Admiral Irons shook his head. He and Mayfair had a history going back to their time on Destiny. There was no love lost between them. "No, I'm informing you. If you leak the information or attempt to do so, your implants will block you and inform the authorities. That block could be … traumatizing," the admiral stated.

"Block?"

"As in your implants will knock you out," Captain Sprite stated flatly. The senator blinked, eyes wide. A few of the senators and congressmen reared back in alarm. The admiral nodded in support of the A.I.'s statement. "That is how it works. It is nonlethal unless you are doing something dangerous that threatens the safety of the Federation."

"Ya’ll take your secrets seriously," Senator Russell drawled.

"That we do," Admiral Irons stated with a nod to the New Texan.

"It's not possible. Those terms are unacceptable," Senator Mayfair stated with a sniff.

"Those terms are nonnegotiable." The admiral held up a restraining hand. "That's not set by me; it's set by the government ages ago. I can't and won't modify it. Take it or leave it. If you want a seat at the table, you play by house rules or not at all."

The senator looked mulish. A few others did as well. Senator Russell looked thoughtful as he scratched at his cheek. He turned to Senator Merkoski.

"You've played with fire before. I am aware that your staff has leaked some sensitive information. Here is where angels fear to tread. Here you can really get burned," Admiral Irons stated.

"So what, we disappear? That will never fly," Senator Mayfair scoffed.

"We are senators. You can't threaten us," Senator Merkoski stated.

"Again, no one is above the law. This is the law. You'll be made fully aware of the consequences for breaking it. No one is above the law, even me. If Protector believes I am going to brief someone who will violate the law, there are consequences for me too. And no," the admiral turned to Senator Mayfair, "you won't disappear. You will be restrained, sequestered, investigated, and then arrested. You will most likely be tried and then sentenced while congress will strip you of your seat. Your staff, family, and anyone else you inform will be sequestered, interviewed, and then quite possibly arrested and so on too. So, the consequences for leaking material is felt by not just you."

"We need to discuss this," Senator Merkoski stated, looking at the others.

"Feel free. I will let you know that some projects will be coming to light within a few years anyway. But, if you wish to flex your constitutional muscles now, that's fine."

The senator stared at him and then harrumphed.

Admiral Irons snorted as he looked over to Senator Russell. "Some of you know I've been a champion of rebuilding the Federation. I am. I will continue to push for the Federation to be restored, either as it was or in a new form. I know it's a long haul, and I'm not going to stop or give up on that goal. Those who get in the way of that or think they can twist it to benefit themselves can … move," he said firmly, looking at Senator Mayfair. She flushed and looked away.
  


 



Chapter 14
 

Admiral Irons read the latest fighter proposal and then set it aside. He had nothing against the Patriot class; it was just a bit overpowered to go up against the Horathians.

Of course, that could change in time. Something told him that the enemy didn't have many E-class fighters in their inventory. They certainly couldn't make anything that matched a Cobra in quality! Their Raptors weren't bad for a scratch-built ship if you discounted the short legs, horrible sensors, almost a complete lack of ECM or stealth, and a critical lack of shields. Their Cutlass class was only marginally better.

He set the problem aside for the moment and checked on the latest ships. The new Freedom's Dawn class were very interesting. They had a lot of ship names already designated. Half of the first squadron would have names derived from Freedom this or that. Only when you got to the seventh ship, Voice of Tomorrow, did the names change.

He had gotten news of Horatio's progress as well as the progress reports of others he kept tabs on every morning. So far so good.

He hesitated and then looked at the eighth name proposal, the Renee Mayweather. He wasn't sure about it. Renee definitely deserved her own ship, but an SD? She'd always seemed a scalpel and battle cruiser type. It was unfortunate that they'd never get to see just how good she was in the wall of battle.

He sat back and looked up.

"Bored, sir?" Protector asked.

"No, just thinking blue thoughts about lost friends. I need a distraction. What's up?"

"Well, the Federation Historical Society is still trying to get its feet under them. They are making waves here in Antigua though; they are working in the courts and in the permitting offices to tie up some architecture and landmarks."

The admiral reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. The government had its own entanglement with historical societies over the year. He admitted they served a purpose, but they could and did get in the way of progress.

A building was intended to be used. The same for a ship, vehicle, or station, not enshrined. If they put everything in a museum, eventually they'd never have anything left to use! Besides, that would be a lot of museums! He understood why they fought tooth and nail for some things, but they did get a tad carried away with things from time to time.

"Pass. As long as they aren't trying to get into Federal buildings or ships, I'm going to keep my hands clean."

"Wise of you. They are looking for Federal funding," Protector stated.

The admiral smiled. "Make sure you tie that request up in as much paperwork as you can," he said as he opened his eyes.

Protector snorted. "Fair's fair I suppose?"

"Definitely. And make sure they have to jump through as many hoops as possible. And make sure they know there are strings attached, not grants. That way if they want to get sticky, they can go out and try to raise private funds and leave the taxpayer out of it."

"Understood." The A.I.'s avatar cocked his head. "Feel better?"

The admiral shrugged. "Not especially. What else do you have?"

"Well, this one should be fun, the ITEU debate."

"I didn't know there was one," the admiral stated warily. ITEU stood for the Interstellar Twenty-foot Equivalent Unit, a standard in interstellar and stellar shipping container sizes. The measurement was a holdover from ancient Terra.

Shipping containers for all units from interstellar freighters to shuttles, trucks, rail, whatever needed to be standardized. There were of course the exceptions; those were called out of size for a reason. But the standard was required to allow a container to be moved through all ports and carriers without a problem. ITEU needed internal cargo lashings and in some cases special force emitters and inertial dampeners to handle various thrust conditions and environments.

He still had no idea why they hadn't tidied up the imperial weight thing a long time ago.

He scrubbed his face. Each had a dry and max weight listed on the side of the container in kilos. The container's radio tag also had the information as well as other data.

"Dare I ask what the problem is?"

"Well, first, cheap planetary-only versions have been hitting the market. Some are from Epsilon Triangula, some here in Antigua or made elsewhere. There have been problems. That's problem one."

"So, they are locally certified but not ITEU?"

"Yes but they are being labeled as ITEU."

"Sounds like the IG's office needs to handle that one. Create two standards, planetary and ITEU. Let them hash it out."

"They are working on it, but it got dragged into the Senate. Along the way a few of the senators noted the imperial measurement and decided to do some corrections."

"It comes out to what, six meters?"

"Six point zero nine six meters to be exact. Which is their problem. They want to round down and make it even."

"Round down. So … what, just call them six meter?"

"Oh, it gets better. Senator Potts suggested they build all new containers to that size."

The admiral's mouth worked as he silently cursed the stupidity of the senator in question. "Does she understand what is involved?"

"I don't believe so," Protector stated.

"We're not just talking about just the containers. Everything that handles them would have to be re-engineered and rebuilt. Everything from container movers to the robots, to the tugs, grav lifts, cranes, terminals, rail lines, ships …," he groaned and closed his eyes as his mind tried to grapple with the list of things.

"Correct. In space it would be as much as a major endeavor as on the ground."

The admiral nodded. Grav lifts or rail lines were used to move containers in two or three dimensions. Some cargo stations had elevator lifts that could move a container along tracks in three dimensions. They were safer than using tugs or robots.

"Not just … damn, even the reefers and special containers would get hit," he muttered. A reefer was an insulated container that had its own power supply and life support or stasis generator. They were apparently highly prized for their ability to tie into a space station's habitat.

Many had been used as such in the dark times or had been stripped of parts when those parts had become scarce.

"Is she involved with the makers of the equipment and containers?"

"No." Protector put up a thumbnail image of the human woman. "Senator Alicia Potts is from Richalu and is new to the senate. She has allied herself with Senator Merkoski."

"Ah. Him," the admiral drawled.

"Yes. Senator Merkoski does have a minor tie to a shipping container factory on his homeworld. He's been slipping line items in various bills to help them. He's had his hand slapped once by the Senate Ethics Committee."

"Lovely, so now he's putting her up to it?"

"Possibly."

"Okay, let's educate the senator before this gets out of hand. She doesn't understand sometimes the simplest things are the hardest to pull off. So, write an email with everything that would have to be changed and then the costs involved. Then give her that and the raw data, plus anyone else interested in the subject. Make sure the media gets a copy too."

"Understood, Admiral. It will give her something to think about. It will most likely put a bit of egg on her face."

"I think the senator should take it as a learning experience and be glad I'm pointing this out now instead of letting it get further along and have it really blow up in her face."

"I think I'll leave that part out if you don't mind, Admiral."

"It's self-evident but sure, why not."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Did you see this? Did you see what that bastard did? He undercut me!" Senator Potts snarled, storming into Senator Opie Merkoski's inner sanctum.

Senators Russell and Avery Falconi turned to her in surprise.

"Oh!" The woman paused. "I didn't know you were having a meeting. Why wasn't I invited?"

"Because you had a full schedule," Opie replied, ignoring her aggrieved tone of voice and brusque manner at barging in on them. "Since you are here, do you care to sit in?"

"I … yes," she said, flopping into an empty seat as the Opie waved off his executive assistant.

"It's okay."

"She just brushed right past me, sir."

"I know. We'll handle it," the senator replied, indicating she should close the door. Once the door softly snicked shut, he turned to his newest guest. "I am guessing you mean the email from Admiral Irons?"

"Yes! It's all over the media too! I'm a laughing stock! Why did I listen to you?"

"I think you heard but not the parts you needed to hear," Opie replied as he leaned against his desk and crossed his arms. "It was never going to fly. Your over-simplification on a very complex headache that would have been a disaster for the economy."

"Then why didn't you warn me?"

"Sometimes the burnt hand teaches best," Opie replied with an indifferent shrug. The real reason was a little more complicated than that. Admiral Irons was blunt, and it had been easy to manipulate the situation so he would show the rookie up. That made her something of an enemy to the admiral for the foreseeable future.

"It would have been that bad?" Russell asked, playing with the brim of his Texan hat in his lap.

"Oh yes," Averie replied. "Take it from me, it's not just the containers. Everything that touches them would have to be retrofitted or in some cases completely replaced. It would cost a mint and throw commerce into chaos."

Alicia flushed. "I take it you didn't look into it before you threw the idea out there?" Averies asked, twisting the knife slightly. Her flush darkened.

"No," she admitted. "It was an off-the-cuff remark that just grew. I thought it was a good idea to get it sorted out now before we get too big."

"Everything built before the change would need special handling … it'd be a pain," Averies said with a shake of his head.

"Let's chalk it up to a lesson in looking before we leap, shall we?" Opie suggested. "But, speaking of cargo, we were looking into the tax shelters for container terminals, space ports, and stations."

"My constituents prefer the ground ones," Russell stated.

"As do mine, but we have a growing number of stations in orbit," Averies stated. "They cost an enormous amount of start-up capital, so anything we can do to help the investors recoup their losses would be a boon to them and the economy," he stated.

Opie nodded. Unlike Alicia he'd done a little research. Terminals of any type moved containers on and off a shuttle or ship. In space a large ship had to unstep her hyperdrive and dock. Once she did though, robotic arms or rails could shift loads in hours.

Skywhales and smaller shuttles could move those containers up or down a gravity well. The new space elevator in Antigua also did the same for low priority freight. Every port worked twenty-four seven. Both ground and space ports had to deal with storms. On the ground it was mother nature; in space it was solar storms.

As shipping picks up over the coming years, so will the economy. And everything had to be scanned by security to check for threats and smuggling.

He had several industrial concerns back home interested in his careful stewardship of commerce and industry. His staff was even getting feelers from industrial concerns not on Hidoshi's World.

"So?"

"So, some want a bigger piece of the pie; some want their own hobby horse rode," Russell stated. "We're trying to find some middle ground, lil' lady," he said.

"Ah," she said with a nod.

"Middle ground usually means we can't please everyone," Averies stated. "Has anyone gotten the sims on how each bill proposal would work on the economy?"

A.I. ran sims on bill proposals checking to see how much they would cost and what they would do over time. The forecasts helped sway some off the fence. Some of the senators refused to vote for anything until they saw those simulations.

"We haven't nailed down the numbers yet. I'm hoping we can do three—a high, middle, and low road," Opie stated. "That way, everyone's happy."

"The three bears?" Russell asked slyly.

Opie snorted. "You know me well," he said.

"Three bears?" Alicia asked.

"Goldilocks," Averies stated. When her puzzled expression didn't clear, he fought not to roll his eyes in despair. "One is too hot, one is too cold, one is just right. We give them all options. They select the one they want while discarding the others. We then see where we stand and try to nudge people to the middle ground or to whatever one we prefer."

"Exactly," Russell stated. "You missed that lesson?"

"Not anymore apparently," Alicia stated. "I remember the line about throw-away material," she stated.

The three men nodded. Many times a proposal was acceptable, but someone wanted to put their own stamp on it. So an author would toss in easily thrown-away points to allow them to be stripped out later as a negotiating tactic. They still got the core of what they wanted, which was what really mattered in the end.

"Okay, so …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Walter Draven shook his head as he watched the SEALs work out on the beach. As an officer he was expected to meet minimum PT standards. But as a SEAL he was expected to do more. SEALs were held to a higher standard, even those who were technically above field work.

He'd thought that as a flag officer he'd just slot right in and take over. Many senior officers from Bek were doing that across the sector. Apparently, it wasn't as easy as he'd thought. SpecOps had always been a tight community. You had to prove you could hang. He hadn't gone through BUD/s, nor had he finished his implants or security clearances. That was a problem.

He'd always prided himself in his trident. Sure he hadn't been trained as an actual SEAL in Bek, they had no such program, but he had spent decades in the SpecOps community. He'd thought he'd earned it. Apparently, though that wasn't good enough for some in the reborn Federation.

He didn't like the scuttlebutt going on behind his back. The only thing he could do was to endure it and find ways to prove himself. It wasn't easy though.

He'd started out as a Marine before switching to ONI and SpecOps as a junior officer. There he'd found his niche. He'd enjoyed proving how tough he was to the “soft” ship handlers in the fleet. Now he felt like a damn piker, and he hated that feeling.

He'd accepted limited implants in order to get the anti-geriatric treatments. In order to get his full flag officer implants, he needed an A.I. He was a bit leery about sharing his body. It was after all his, so he hadn't come to a decision on that. The Bekian transplants had clued him in on tricks to get around and delay the requirement.

Lemans’ forced retirement example loomed heavily in his thinking though. He wasn't sure how long he could hold out before he had to fish or cut bait. He wasn't doing much more than paperwork for the time being. He'd honestly thought they'd have him do more. He regretted not having orders cut for him to go to Agnosta. He could have overseen the SEAL training there and could have avoided the A.I. thing a bit longer.

He huffed as he jogged up the beach. Younger more fitter Marines and SEALs jogged past him, saying hello, but he trudged on.

Yup, maybe he should consider getting back on a ship he thought as he avoided some kicked sand.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons scowled at Yorgi as he read the latest ONI hot wash. Ensign Puller hadn't pulled any punches on his debrief. All of his responses had read as open and aboveboard. That was the good news.

The bad was that there were tens of thousands of other El Dorado sleepers, some of them yard dogs. Tracking them down was going to be tough for ONI but it had to be done.

The good news was that Ensign Puller had confirmed El Dorado was in Sigma. The bad was that the ensign hadn't been a bridge officer, so he hadn't been privy to her location in Sigma. But they had at least confirmed the battle moon was in Sigma.

They'd also gotten their first look at what the pirates were using it for. It wasn't good. According to the ensign, the pirates had partially repaired the battle moon, turning it into a base. They'd even gotten her shipyard online. Most of his information was sketchy from there though.

"They are en route to us. We'll have to do an in-depth debrief here of each of them as well as the Horathian control officer. If we have to do a mine strip of her, do it. But that's still a last resort," the admiral stated.

Yorgi nodded and made a note on his tablet.

"What about the sleepers? Are you moving forward with a court-martial?" Fletcher asked.

"That's up to TJAG. I'll read the recommendations," the admiral stated. He turned to Monty. "Getting packed?"

"Yes, sir."

"We need you in Sigma sooner rather than later apparently to track this damn thing down. As soon as Phil is here and you've finished handing off everything, I want your ass moving."

"Aye aye, Admiral."

The admiral turned to Yorgi. "The hot wash focused on El Dorado. What did they have on Horath?"

"Quite a bit including some security codes and information we can use …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

In hyperspace to Triang

Governor Randall smiled to his wife as they made the final preparations for stasis. They and the kids were going into stasis for each leg in hyperspace of their journey. The crew would wake him from stasis a few days before their arrival.

Bringing the family had been a calculated risk. It would show his family to the constituents of other worlds, but it meant he had fewer staff to bring along. That hopefully wouldn't bite him in the ass.

The good news was that the field had been narrowed to four. He needed to hit as many voting worlds with the largest populations as he could and make a positive impression with them as well as with the interstellar media.

So yeah, no pressure he thought as the cover to his pod sealed with a soft hushing sound and sleep overtook him.
  


 



Chapter 15
 

"Mister President, thank you for agreeing to see me," Professor Gwildor said as he waddled into the room with an extended hand.

The admiral smiled and rose to meet the small man. They shook hands and then sat down across from one another. "Technically, we should be doing this over some beers and pretzels," the admiral said. He'd had the smart furniture altered to fit the dwarven professor.

The professor grinned. "I'm game if you are," he said.

"Hell, it's five o'clock somewhere," the admiral said, sending a signal to his staff to get them some beer. He was aware of the professor's chuckle of amusement at his antics.

Once they had their beer and pretzels, they settled in. "I don't know how long you've scheduled me for. I know your time is valuable, sir," the professor said.

"Believe it or not, I knew this discussion would take a bit of time, so I cleared a good chunk of it," the admiral said as he took a sip of the beer and then set the stein down. "It is weird; I haven't had a good tech debate for a while. Now I'm on my third and ironically about gate tech in less than a year."

"Third?"

"Third, but with someone who understands the tech better than the layman I had to explain it to," the admiral said as he picked up his stein again and saluted the professor with it. "So, you titled your project a cosmic key?"

"Yes," Gwildor said with a mischievous grin of appreciation. "I take it you are a fan?"

"I've always been a fan of scientific progress and of engineering projects," the admiral admitted. "I take it you figured out who one of your anonymous donors was?"

The dwarf stared at him, goggling for a moment before he remembered himself and coughed into his fist. "Ahem, that is no," he said. "Truly?" he asked, looking up again.

The admiral merely smiled.

"I see," the professor said. "I thought you were against it?"

"Against scientific study? No, Professor. I believe some avenues are dangerous and need proper structure and monitoring, yours included. But no, I don't stand in the way of it."

"Then why the resistance in funding? Or even getting us a science ship?"

"I've spoken about both at length, Professor. Part of the reason is that we have a war on. But I've offered avenues for you and your colleagues to follow should you choose to do so."

The professor grunted.

"But I admit I do have specific problems with your grand project. Some of them I'd like to address now," he said.

The professor set his stein down and spread his hands. "Fire away, I love a great debate!"

"All right, first problem I see," the admiral said, accessing a list on his HUD. "You believe you can send a portal to another world how again? A gate requires a hole on both ends."

"Yes yes, but I believe we can use the resonance frequencies unique to each world to lock onto it. Once I have finished that, we can lock into a world and portal to it. Simple!" the little man said, spreading his hands apart.

"When people say that to an engineer, we tend to get rather wary," the admiral said with narrowed eyes. "And I have heard you speak about resonance frequencies, but I'm afraid I haven't seen it in any scientific literature to date. I am guessing this is something you are working on?"

"Yes, yes."

"A hypothesis?"

"A theory," the professor stated.

"But an unproven one?"

"The math proves out," the professor said testily.

"Ah. So, you have a paper study, no actual scientific basis for this theory. So, again, a hypothesis until you have a proof."

"Well, if you could free up funds, I'd have that proof!"

"Would you, Professor?"

"Just because we haven't found something yet doesn't mean it isn't there," the professor said with a sniff. Irons wasn't someone he could dazzle with equations and bright ideas he realized. The president had been involved in the stargate program and had been around R&D for decades.

"And it doesn't mean it is," the admiral retorted. The professor's eyes widened. "By the way, I love your nova hypothesis. I truly do, and I believe we can look into that eventually. You are on to something with collecting that energy."

"Well, thank you!" the little professor said, slapping his knee as his eyes twinkled. He grinned but the grin slipped after a moment. "I sense a but coming," he said warily.

The admiral snorted. "There is. You stated that power was the primary problem with building a man-sized gate. That isn't true, Professor. Power was never a problem with a Pico wormhole. It was the scale of the components and the gravitational interactions with the gate and with the planet it is on," he said with a shake of his head. "Trust me, I read the papers, I know. The shielding alone interferes with the gate tuning."

"Ah, well, I was planning on phase shifting components and using energy state computing to deal with the scale issue. The gravitational interaction issues will work themselves out along the way."

"Professor, do you have any experience with either of those technologies? There are technological reasons we don't use them much, you know," the admiral stated.

"I believe I have the means to overcome them," the professor stated stiffly as the admiral snacked on a pretzel.

The admiral chased the salty snack down with a sip of beer and then snorted.

"I envy your confidence," the admiral stated dryly. "Speaking from an engineer's perspective, you know, the person who actually makes the dreamer's mad scheme possible," he indicated the professor. The professor smiled and chuckled as he bobbed a nod. "I can tell you I've seen and dabbled in both technologies. What you are proposing is incredibly difficult."

"If it was easy, it would have been done long ago!"

"True. Professor, in order for you to phase shift tech, you have to have tech to anchor it here. And it has to interface with that tech, correct?"

"Well … yes." He squirmed a little. He privately admitted the admiral knew his shit. He had been having trouble finding a way to make that part work as he'd planned.

"And energy state computing requires a physical anchor. The projector has to be here. You have to then plug the computer into an interface somewhere along the way. Quite possibly in more than one place. Otherwise, it is a glorified light show that does nothing."

The professor's brows knit as he puzzled it out.

"Take my word for it, we've been playing with these tech ideas for centuries before the Xeno war. Again, we couldn't see a way to make it work. Not in the way you want."

The professor's brows knit and then smoothed as he caught on. "The Lemnos data?" he asked slyly.

"Some of it. Unfortunately, the Xeno Wraith virus corrupted some of the data. We've got some but not all of it. And we're still sorting out what is recoverable and what isn't."

"Ah. If I could see this …"

"Professor, you can apply for a security clearance. ONI would evaluate you. But you'd have to accept implants and would be barred from using the work or talking about it publicly."

"And I can't accept that!" the professor said, throwing his hands up in the air in exasperation.

"Then I'm sorry, but you can't have access to the information," the admiral stated flatly. "We're at an impasse there."

"So, I need to reinvent the wheel? Is that it?"

"Sometimes redundancy is the only way for someone to learn something really can't be done. Occasionally, they pick up some new tech or refine our knowledge base along the way."

"True. I really should focus on my own ideas and not be prejudiced by other's failures."

"I will say you want the phase tech and energy tech for what, size?"

"Scale yes."

"You could achieve the same results for quite a lot less with real world physical components. Components you can monitor, diagnose, and repair."

"True, but the scale! The idea is to make this portable!"

"And did you consider the weapon implications, Professor?"

The professor's eyes went wide and then he scowled blackly. "Trust a military man to see the potential of everything to be turned into a weapon!"

The admiral spread his hands apart. "I didn't invent fire, Professor, but someone turned it into a weapon. The same for many technologies."

The professor's eyes turned crafty. "Like your experience with the nova bomb? Twisting someone else’s work to destructive means?"

The admiral hesitated and then nodded. "We were already using gravity weapons, Professor, and we had the means to manipulate and destroy a star before I found a way to make it into a single weapon. I'm not proud of being the person who created a weapon that was used to destroy inhabited star systems. We were desperate and …," he shrugged. "We're getting a bit off topic," he said.

The professor nodded.

"I will point out that not everyone is as noble as you are, Professor. Unfortunately, there are people who'd love to get their hands on this for various reasons. Terrorists could destroy worlds with it."

The professor hesitated and then nodded once.

"Which makes me hope your security is up-to-date," the admiral sighed. "I may need to talk to some people about it."

"But you said the tech isn't viable!"

"Not as it is, you've got a house of cards built on unproven hypothesis and pet theories. But that doesn't mean that there aren’t nuggets in your work others can exploit."

"Pah!" the professor said but he didn't sound so sure.

"Professor, I'll give you full access to the Lemnos files, plus a facility, plus access to scientific research and naval sensor data, and even everything I've got on gate tech. Everything from my personal files," the admiral said. The professor's eyes lit. "But," the admiral said, raising a finger in warning, "you'll only get them in a secure facility, with, as I mentioned, full security implants. And I can give you first-hand experience with gate tech. What you are doing could improve it drastically. I'm all for things being more efficient. I still do not believe in building a man-sized or man-portable gate, but I can see where you can put your talents to great use if you compromise."

"And give you the government control of my work?"

"You aren't going to get anywhere other than as a reputation as a nut and crank in the physics community on your own, Professor. Not for quite a few years. I'm giving you an opportunity to see if all of your pet theories can work out. It's up to you to take it or leave it."

The professor harrumphed a few times as he eyed the admiral with a gimlet eye. Finally he grunted. "Can I take some time to think about it?"

The admiral nodded. "Take as long as you need, Professor. We've got the time."

"Thank you," the professor replied with a nod of respect.
  


 



Chapter 16
 

B-95a3

Captain Blake Sheldon of the North Hampton light cruiser Danford was on the bridge when communications reported an omni distress signal. Being on picket duty in the empty star system was lonely and boring but it was an important job. Finding a distraction was nice. But there was something to be said about how it was better than to be bored than hit with something … interesting.

"Who?"

"Sir, it's Kittyhawk. They dropped out of hyper one light year out and are on a ballistic course here," the comm rating reported. "We're trying to get a lock on the signal now."

"Ah, hot damn!" the captain grinned as he turned to his ship's A.I. Well, Danny Boy, let the Admiralty know the lost has been found. Then we need nav to plot their course and speed based on this information. We'll need to send a ship to pull the crew I suppose and then do something about salvaging the ship maybe …

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Dead Drop

Lieutenant General Archie Pendeckle nodded in approval as he strode from his shuttle to the command vehicle. The landings had gone smoothly despite resistance and the weather. Colonel Bear's Fifth Division was taking the brunt of the combat at the moment. Theodore's people were spread out in the outback and were mostly facing last-ditch defenses or harassing attacks.

Lieutenant Colonel Aberdy's First Division had swept the islands and was busy sweeping the coastline around the cities. Really, three divisions were a bit much for the job. He regretted allowing the troop transports to return to Protodon and eventually Agnosta to get the army divisions moving. If he'd kept more than the one command ship, he could have sent a division to Garth to support Valenko.

The enemy really lacked proper leadership and logistics on Dead Drop. The military that was there had been set up to control the population not fight an insurgency. They hadn't planned for an orbital assault or a prolonged insurgency. He had noted that they were beginning to run out of material and people quickly. A lot of that had to do with the personnel who'd come before them. They'd done a lot of the heavy lifting in breaking the enemy's back.

He wanted to meet this Lieutenant Red soon. He'd heard good things about the mutt and fully planned to endorse a promotion to captain JG as soon as he got the paperwork.

And, if Jersey or the Admiralty balked because the lieutenant wasn't under his command, he'd just draft him and then do it that way.

He was still thinking complacent thoughts and about to remove his helmet when a series of mortar strikes nearby made him slouch a bit and check his safety gear. Apparently, they weren't out of the woods quite yet.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Garth

Amadeus noted how far they'd come when the ansible convoy arrived. It took a week to set the ansible up, but it was a week well spent. Admiral Irons was the second to greet them after Lieutenant Enki. The admiral kept his congratulation speech short and sweet and then switched to the business at hand.

"I believe a lot of you are wondering what the plan is. It's simple. At the moment we don't have enough forces to break in and take command of Horath. It's a simple fact, ONI has confirmed it in various ways. So, the name of the game is blockade. You are going to stand on the defense and hopefully they'll break their teeth on what we're sending you. And we've got a lot coming your way."

He paused and there were grins among the staff. "I've got something special in the pipeline coming your way to hopefully soften them up and break some of their will to fight. Irons out."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commander Garfield, the 3346, groomed himself slightly before shining his new insignia. Their promotions had been long overdue. Kelly and some of the others had been promoted and kept in place, but Kyle had been transferred. Replacements were en route, supposedly from Bek, but he could only shrug that off. It wasn't up to him.

Rumor had it that the promotion board had finally accepted the frocked flag promotions as well. They still quibbled a bit since Second Fleet hadn't been in combat at the time. Apparently, Admiral Irons had been forced to lean on them to get them over that.

It did bug him a little about the Bekians. He had a feeling eventually they would all be replaced with a Bekian. Would they claim all the credit for winning the war? Hopefully, some impartial historian would get the record straight.

Then again, the damn historians might be Bekian too, he thought sourly.

He was tempted to take on a command of his own. He'd never thought he was cut for a hot seat on a ship but now, maybe. Just maybe.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

A convoy arrival from Protodon announced the beginning of the buildup. Twenty-four Liberty class ships were there escorted by a pair of light cruisers. Until the jump line between B-95a3 and Dead Drop was scoured, they were not taking chances with the safety of the convoys.

The convoy looked like a gaggle of ducks with a cruiser on point and another playing rear guard. Which was amusing since the Liberty class ships were called ugly ducklings due to their hasty design. They were easy to build, easy to train for and maintain. They were, however, ploddingly slow in sublight and hyper compared to a true warship though. That was why the latest quartet of super dreadnoughts that had arrived several weeks before had managed to outrun them.

The Liberty ships had no armor or weapons. They were cheap though and technically obsolete. But they got the job done, moving cargo and people around or fulfilling specialist roles.

The flagship of the Liberty ships was the Jeremiah O'Brien, one of the second generation Liberty ships. She was known as a lucky Liberty ship.

Once the ships passed the IFF challenge, they were split up. Ships with personnel and equipment for the ground or orbital works were sent to the inner star system. The remaining ships went to the H002 jump point with the components of the Mulberry forts as well as stockpiles of mines and other defensive works.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

A week into the construction of the first Mulberry fortress was highlighted by the return of the prowler assigned to tail the Retribution Fleet. She returned with news of a small picket in H001 and the timing of the Retribution fleet's departure to Horath. News that the survivors of the Stennis convoy and another convoy had gotten to De Gaulte was also in the logs.

Admiral White held a debate with the flag officers once they each had time to read the files. The debate was not so much as to what was about to come out of Horath but what would happen to De Gaulte. Everyone knew that the emperor would want to retake his territory once he realized Garth had fallen and the Federation was at his doorstep.

Some expected De Gaulte to be executed on the spot. "Most likely, if our psych profile of the emperor is right, he'll kill De Gaulte. The emperor is irrational according to the best psych models. He's paranoid, a gifted politician, but almost has to do it to maintain his power."

Dwight shook his head. "Which is stupid, the man fought well. But he will be scapegoated."

"Which is good for us since they'll take him off the board, and we won't have to fight him again," Commodore Ch'ch'tt stated.

"And bad since we won't have him, we'll have to face an unknown," Trajin murmured.

"True."

"Dwight, I want you to detach your first CruRon. Unseen Strike under Captain Falling Drop can park themselves in H002 as a picket. We'll service the prowler and then dispatch her to keep an eye on H001."

Dwight nodded.

"Cut the orders ASAP and make sure the captain's squadron is fully stocked before they depart. We're still a ways out before we move into phase two of the blockade," Amadeus stated. "I'll let the Admiralty know."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Amadeus frowned as he checked the status board. On paper everything was solid. He knew differently however. His command staff was being shaken up and then there was the issue with his carrier flag officer.

Commodore Trajan Vargess was still grappling with Renee's death over eight months after the fact. Her death was hard but the sympathy from people was almost too much to bear. He fell into drinking and slacked off on his off time. Amadeus cut him some slack but then counseled him to sort himself out. The Neochimp even considered giving Trajan some time off but there was no place to go. The planet wasn't pacified nor was Dead Drop. There were safe zones, but a flag officer was a high value target to the enemy. Besides, with the ever-present enemy trying to get at them, who could really relax and enjoy their liberty?

He went as far as to consider sending Trajan back to Protodon for liberty or reassignment, but it would reflect poorly on the human's record. It would also send a message to Trajan that he had indeed slipped, and he might throw in the towel and give in totally.

When the latest exercise came apart, Amadeus had had enough. The best way to get through a depression was forward with help if necessary. Some people could work through the pain after facing and accepting loss. He assigned mandatory grief counseling to Trajan in a last ditch to save the other man's career.

"Sir, you should know confirmation has come in that Kittyhawk has been located," his A.I. reported.

He blinked and then pursed his lips as he mentally digested that. "Let everyone know the good news," he ordered.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Dwight Harris heard about the counseling through the scuttlebutt grapevine. He realized it could have easily been him in Renee's empty coffin. It could also be him … no, hang it, no it couldn't. Renee had always been out of his league. Trajin had been lucky to have her the few times they'd managed to hookup.

He couldn't help but wonder what the deal was with the mission change. Second Fleet was being reinforced steadily. Another carrier force was in the pipeline, though they weren't receiving many more escort carriers.

Word was that he was going to get his first squadron of super dreadnaughts as soon as TF 2.4 was rebuilt. Rumor had it that he was going to lose Commodore Ch'ch'tt to TF 2.4 as well as his squadron of battle cruisers in trade though. TF 2.2 was to be turned into another hammer. If he had his druthers, he'd bring one of the Bekians in or elevate one of the BC skippers and form another task force once they were squared away. Amadeus seemed to like the bullhorn pincer approach, and the best way to do that was with a fast screen, not carriers.

But ultimately it wasn't up to him.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Trajan Vargess grimaced at some of the expressions as he walked through the gangways. It was getting easier. He hadn't been this badly depressed since his awakening in Pyrax years ago. Renee had been the one to help him through that trial. Now she wasn't there.

Stop that he scolded himself mentally. Stop getting into that rut! He grimaced and made his way to his office. His A.I. looked sympathetically at him on his HUD.

"Sorry, Toby, I know I've been a pain."

"I'm still learning to understand organics. Your blood chemistry is off," Toby reminded him. "Given your emotional state, that is a problem."

Trajin snorted as he took his usual seat. "Given I've been depressed and drinking a depressant, that's normal," he said with a shake of his head.

"Understood."

"What do you have for me?"

"Well, we've been informed that all of the CEVs are going to drop their chicks and return to Antigua."

"Are you serious?" Trajan asked, sitting up abruptly. "When did this come in?"

"The confirmation came in this morning during your session."

Trajan's eyes narrowed. "Confirmation? So I missed the discussion?"

"Yes, sir. Apparently so."

"Great. So, what do they want to do, put them in Stennis?"

"No, sir, Stennis is still slated to return to Antigua for refit next month. The wings will be remade into carrier wings for the carrier fortresses."

"Oh, I bet some CAGs are going to just love that!" Trajan sighed.

"Yes. Which is a nice way to politely point out your inbox," Toby replied.

"Ah hell," Trajan sighed as he saw the number. As he looked at it, the damn thing kept climbing. "The doc is right; I so need a vacation."

"There is some rather unexpected good news in that inbox, sir, from the Admiralty."

"Oh?"

"Kittyhawk has been found. Her distress signal was picked up by the B-95a3 picket."

Trajan sat back hard. He stared at a picture on the wall for a long moment. "Found?"

"Aye, sir. She's alive. She took a drubbing from the Horathian cruisers and her hyperdrive failed a light year outside of the B-95a3 star system."

"But they were found? They are alive?" Trajan whispered, hands over his face.

"They have a signal. A ship is being dispatched now to recover them."

"Keep me posted," he said as his shoulders shook. He only realized he was crying when he felt the tears on his face. He touched them. "And Toby?"

"Yes, sir?"

"Thanks."

Suddenly the galaxy wasn't a dark place anymore. Suddenly there was that glimmer of light back in it. He knew deep down he'd continue to lose friends and colleagues but for just one moment in time he felt better.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commander Briggs wore his trademark white suit as he listened to the latest ONI report. They had potential targets but not enough to send in reaction forces. Not yet, but it was tempting. Each was also being monitored, though they needed to get more coverage. Obviously, any aerial coverage might be noted by the enemy unless it was a high altitude flyer.

He drummed his fingers but then stopped when he noted the facial recognition scroll. One face fairly leapt out at him. So, Smith had made it. He'd missed his last four check-ins but he'd done it.

"Let's monitor that site closely but not too closely. ID everyone who comes in or goes near it. Do we know if they have safehouses nearby? A railroad of established safe houses and caches? What about potential watch sites?"

"Um, no, sir, we're working on that."

"Do it from a distance. I don't want us to tip our hand," the commander stated, placing his free hand on the cap of his cane and then squeezing it gently.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

John Smith had found it easy to allow himself to be recruited. A couple of weeks of grumbling about his hand and how he had hated the bastards who had taken it and he'd been approached by a bar maid.

She'd honestly surprised him by the note. He'd thought it had been a hookup, one he wasn't willing to turn down given her … assets. But it had turned into a back alley confrontation, one he'd been certain he wouldn't walk away from if he'd said no.

Not that he'd had any intention of that. He'd played reluctant and hard to get intially but had listened as they'd given him the pitch.

The pitch had involved him meeting others of like mind who wanted to do something about the invaders and get their home returned to normal. It was amusing the turnaround there. He still remembered a time when the Horathians had been the invaders.

Funny how the shoe was on the other foot and they hated getting kicked by it.

He was curious about what they had in mind for him. Obviously, he wasn't much of a frontline fighter missing a hand. And if they wanted him to play suicide bomber, they were nuts.

Still it was good to make some sort of progress he thought as he headed into the mountain cabin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Protodon

A familiar black cat stepped off the shuttle and onto the soil of Protodon. It wasn't his first visit by far. He wasn't staying long though, just a short turnover for liberty before Roy Boehm's crew were ready to go again.

Once they were underway, they weren't going to stop again until Dead Drop. If they weren't needed there, then they'd be redirected to Garth.

Given that he knew Valenko and knew what the bear was capable of; he was pretty confident their services wouldn't be needed. But you never know.

"Bast, make sure the chicks know to behave, okay?"

"Of course," Bast replied just as her host noted a familiar scent.

He turned with a frown, his ears partially back just in time for a purring female leopardess to pounce on him eagerly. "Surprise!"

He managed a single chuff before his own purr threatened to tear his chest and throat apart.
  


 



Chapter 17
 

Antigua

“She's the one on the left,” Mae said as she banked the shuttle. The shuttle, like the Shield team's special prowler they were already calling the Bus, was a special design. She had smart paint and some tricks that Mae wished she'd had back in Bek.

She saw Colton and the others look to the left. Mack moved between them to look over Phil's shoulder.

“It's not like you haven't seen it before,” Mae drawled.

“It's not the same,” Fitz said from his spot as he craned his neck and head to get a better view. “There it is,” he said, pointing to the ship. The only reason they could see it was because she was lit up by her running lights.

“Now, see, this is what I'm talking about,” Mack said with a ready grin as they looked the ship over from the outside. The ship was flat black and longer than the Meridian. In order to accommodate all of ONI's new specs, the design team had made some changes. Ironically, she wasn't that much different than the ships that had been completed and sent to the front a few months prior. There were some differences though.

For instance, she had a boat bay with two small cutter class shuttles to allow the crew to board stations, colonies, or even go up and down a planetary gravity well. Along with the boat bay, she had a small but generous store of parts for the shuttles as well as a personal armory and even a few combat robots.

Along with the boat bay, she also had hidden weapons. She was limited to pop-up point defense clusters as well as counter missiles tubes fore and aft. Each of the cover plates had a zig zag pattern to stitch together to keep her sensor profile low. Fitz had worked with the designers to modify the missiles normally designated to be carried by small ships like a corvette to be used as well.

So, she had a small offensive punch. Not a lot but hopefully enough to get them out of a tight spot if they needed the option.

Along with the weapons and boat bay, she had a small industrial replicator and an A.I. Colton had specified a dumb A.I. But, he had been warned the A.I. would evolve over time, and it was best to treat the A.I. as a member of his team.

That was something they were all going to have to get used to. Mack and Fitz were practically rubbing their hands in glee and eagerness to get their hands on the ship. Mae and Skye were eager as well but leery of the A.I.

Simmons didn't care as long as the medical facilities were adequate. She'd had to fight to get a small but properly outfitted sickbay on board.

“Get back in your seats and get belted in. This docking is tricky enough without you lot looking over my shoulder and throwing the weight off,” Mae growled.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Colton followed Mae to the bridge. Mack and Fitz split off to join the small engineering crew in Main Engineering. Simmons he knew was headed for her small sickbay.

Skye was nowhere to be found. He was pretty sure she'd turn up. Most likely she'd been the smart one and had decided to drop her gear off in her quarters before heading to the ship's central computer cores.

They'd been on the ship during her construction but only briefly. Each of them had spent a lot more time in the body and fender shop than he'd expected. Near the end Simmons had been a part of the medical team handling the cybernetic implants. She had said it was out of concern for the team and to train in case she needed to make repairs in the field.

Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that, but it paid to be prepared he reminded himself firmly. He flexed his artificial hand and then rounded the bend behind Mae.

They each had the basic ONI operative package. But, on top of that, they had specialist implants. Skye had more computer support and Wi-Fi for instance. Mack and Fitz had computer support to hold the petabytes of blueprints as well as diagnostic tools.

Mae had a full flight package as well as a combat package. He had a leader and combat package as well as a few twists Fitz had thrown in.

His ruminating had let Mae open up a lead on him. His stride slowed slightly more as she took to the bridge and began to issue sharp orders. He smiled and slipped in and then listened as she took charge. She'd made it clear to one and all this was her ship and she was letting them play passenger as long as they behaved. He knew better than to argue with her.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Mack signed the tablet and then indicated with the blade of his hand where to send the parts.

A cargo shuttle was docked with the ship's starboard docking port. He'd worked with Skye and the Bus's A.I. 6-1-6 to get 10 percent overages on all logistics.

“I'm not sure where we're going to put it all,” Skye grumbled when she came up behind him.

“Get clear unless you want to find out,” he said as rollers were flipped in the deck and then the cargo pods began to roll off the shuttle and into the ship.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons stared at the image of the prowler as Yorgi came into the room. “Last minute regrets?” Yorgi said after a brief pause in the doorway.

Admiral Irons turned to him and then went back to staring at the ship. “Some,” he finally admitted after a moment.

“I think they can handle it,” Yorgi said as he slowly came over and took his seat. He nodded briefly to Captain Sprite, Commanders Protector, Fletcher, and then to Geni as she made an appearance with the other A.I.

“You'd better be right. We sent along the best A.I. defenses we've got. And they've got a couple good A.I. with them, but it's still a big concern,” Admiral Irons stated.

“If you have so many concerns, why pitch the mission at all?” Yorgi asked.

“Because it has to be done. We need to get that equipment,” Admiral Irons said heavily.

“Why? We don't need it to take out the Horathians. So, why borrow trouble? It can sit there forever. Or we can make it fresh without borrowing trouble. Let sleeping hostile A.I. sleep.”

“Or better yet, send it into the magnetar and start over,” Captain Sprite interjected.

“Point,” Protector added.

“No. We need the hardware. If we have to write off the electronics fine. But I'm sure there are backups. In fact, I know there are. We did regular backups. I pulled one of them when we left. But it was the latest one that had issues,” he stated. He grimaced as he did.

“And look where that got us,” Sprite pointed out.

“I know. But we can look for backups that predate the arrival of the changeling. Once they were created, they were pulled from the net and packed up. So, we find one of those and check it in an isolated system,” Admiral Irons stated.

“It won't be up-to-date but it will have everything up to the point it was made,” Protector stated.

“Exactly. We can use it to cross-check what we've got. We can also use the blueprints for the equipment as well plus the operating systems and so on and so forth.”

“So you think it's worth the risk?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Glad we're in agreement,” Admiral Irons stated with a brief wry twist of his lips. “They'll have to be thoroughly scanned when they return,” he stated. “I know I authorized them to bring back the backup cores only. Hopefully, they stop there.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sir, I know you have some concerns, especially since three of them had a minor role in the Bek debacle,” Yorgi said, still sensing some resistance.

Admiral Irons made a brushing motion. “I get that they were following orders. I've also watched their cybernetic install and their ethic checks. They passed. I also checked Horatio's logs. He was pretty complimentary of the trio while they were with him. He did suspect something was up but didn't get confirmation until the trial.”

Yorgi nodded.

“And yes, he stated privately that he believed Fitz's slip-up on the stand was deliberate,” Admiral Irons stated. Yorgi blinked and then frowned. “Whatever is between them, they are all professionals. They'll sort it out when they get to Pi.”

“Yes, sir,” Yorgi stated.

“So, final mission release?” Captain Sprite asked.

“The mission is a go,” Admiral Irons said formally.

“Mission release has been transmitted,” Fletcher stated. Captain Sprite nodded.

“What about that SEAL team in Pi? Omicron Six Baker? Shouldn't we get them back here?” Fletcher asked.

“I'd like to get them back here,” Yorgi stated with a nod. “They should be on their way back, but they got backstopped by Captain Sejong.”

“Which means they are in Port Royal mixing it up there,” Admiral Irons stated. He thought about the situation and then shrugged. “Horatio can use them to take Tortuga and the other bases.” He saw the objection in Yorgi's eyes but just glanced his way in mild challenge. “If we try to get them back, it'll take almost a year to pass the order to them wherever they currently are, then almost two years to get them here.”

Yorgi nodded reluctantly.

“They will get here eventually, just not anytime soon. Next problem,” Admiral Irons stated, dismissing the issue.

“Now, we need to step up the shipping between Protodon, Garth, and the blockade point. And we'll need to move antimatter I realize. I also see we've got a problem covering both possible exit points. We need to scout a way to jump from H001 to Finagle to move cargo and ships faster to close that hole …”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Callisto stepped off the ship and onto the station. She followed the green line as indicated.

A line blinked on her HUD. She blinked and then moved to the bulkhead, hugging it for a moment as she fumbled with her virtual mouse before clicking it.

A window opened to an A.I. “Captain Callisto?”

“Yes, and you are …?”

“Sorry, I'm Captain Sprite. Admiral Irons sends his regards.”

“Oh he does, does he?”

“Yes. You might be wondering why I'm calling. Well, I'm shortcutting BUPERS. They still don't know what to make of you. Admiral Irons does however.”

“Oh?”

“I'm sending you fresh orders now. I'm afraid you are in for a bit more traveling; you are headed to Pi sector. We have several major engineering projects there, and Admiral Logan needs all the help he can get.”

“Oh,” she replied softly. She saw a Veraxin swivel eyestalks in her direction but turned away. “Can I appeal this?”

“Not interested in traveling, Captain?”

“In a word, no. That's a pretty long ways away,” she said, heart sinking.

“I'm afraid not. Admiral Irons was firm about this. The good news is you were demoted not dismissed from the service. Admiral Zekowitz went to bat for you.”

“He did?” she asked, feeling her eyes mist slightly. None of her other boyfriends had given her the time of day.

“Yes. And his recommendation was one of the reasons Admiral Irons thinks you will be perfect for this job, Captain.”

“Just what is this duty supposed to entail? I didn't know there was a lot in Pi.”

“Well, we've been taking territory, and we sent a small task force to take and hold the pirate bases in the sector. Each base has an extensive reservation. Some have more than one—dozens of ships, civilian and warships. Plus tons of parts of ships, cargo—everything they've stolen over the centuries in that area.”

“Ships,” she murmured thoughtfully.

“Ships and bases. Everything and anything under the sun. All sorts of engineering projects to play with,” Sprite said. “Your job will be to get those ships functional again while building shipyards and whatever is needed in the sector. Are you game?”

“I think so,” she said with a slow nod. “At any rate I'm going to get plenty of time to get caught up on my reading,” she drawled.

“I know the feeling. Good luck and safe sailing. Download commencing now.”

“Thank you,” Jean murmured.

“You better hustle. The convoy going to Pi moves out in two hours, Captain,” Sprite warned as she cut the signal.

“Great,” Jean said as she exhaled slowly. “So, now where do I go?” a file blinked on her HUD. She clicked it. A map appeared. “Thanks,” she muttered as she set out for an uncertain future.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Junior Grade Helen Song noted a familiar face enter the shuttle near the tail end hatch. The woman moved through the rows of seated people. She shuffled slightly and then raised a hand and pointed down.

The woman came over, noted the empty seat but not the occupant next to her. She stuffed her duffle in the overhead and then took a seat, sliding her other carry-on under the seat. She fumbled with the buckles. Once she was buckled in, she looked over to her seatmate.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Helen said with a sardonic grin. “You got the usual speech and banishment too?” she asked.

Jean's lips curved upward. “Yeah. But at least I'm in good company I guess,” she said roughly. She wiped at her eye.

“Was that a tear?” Helen demanded.

“Shut up,” Jean said, slapping at her friend for a moment before sitting back. “Nice to see you,” she murmured as the shuttle began to move. There was just the tiniest spurt of motion, enough to let them know they were getting underway. Her hand fell to the armrests. Her left hand fell on top of Helen's. She looked down at it.

“Nice to see you too,” Helen replied, catching the hand and giving it a brief squeeze.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“So, we need to come to some sort of an arrangement,” Skye said, looking at 6-1-6 as well as her own dumb A.I. Shifty. “We three need to get along obviously. We've got a mission.”

“Understood,” 6-1-6 stated. “As long as we draw clear boundaries, I'm fine,” he stated flatly.

Skye frowned thoughtfully. She knew that all A.I. were temperamental about their cores. She wanted to look and create back doors, but she'd been warned off. “All right,” she drawled. “Just so long as you don't get too territorial. This is a big ship with a lot of computer support. I made sure of that. There is room for everyone.”

“Understood. You don't poke into my head, and I won't poke in yours,” 6-1-6 stated.

“Too late for me. I'm already in her head,” Shifty stated.

Skye grimaced again. “This is going to be an interesting trip.”

“Hey, at least you went with me and you turned down that doctor's pitch for … what did he call it? Aida?” Shifty asked.

“I know,” Skye said with a shake of her head. “I wonder if we should do some practice hacking now to get to know one another or wait?”

“We can do that … as long as we don't get caught,” 6-1-6 stated cautiously.

Skye grinned. “Okay then,” she said eagerly.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“Okay, so, here is the news,” Colton said as he came into the room. It was crowded; the entire crew was on hand. “First, the Lemnos mission is a go.”

“All right!” Fitz said with a grin.

“It's code-named Haunted House. We'll be headed out in a day so if you need anything mission specific speak up now,” Colton warned. He surveyed the group and then inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I also received confirmation that Admiral Logan will be our commanding officer in Pi sector when we get there,” he warned.

The room was silent for a long moment. Gemma shot Fitz a worried look. He reached out and squeezed her hand briefly and then let it go.

“Let's hope he doesn't hold a grudge,” Mae stated dryly.

“They were just following orders,” Colton stated, shooting her a look.

“Yeah, but there are plenty of soldiers and sailors who said that even though they knew what they were doing was wrong,” Skye reminded him. Colton shot her a dirty look. “What? I'm just saying …”

“Not helping,” he stated flatly. She shrugged it off.

“Right now that's not our main concern,” Mae stated. “This new mission is,” she stated, looking at Phil.

Phil grimaced. “I know. I'm not thrilled about it either,” he admitted.

“Are we really going to Lemnos?” Fitz asked, eyes bright and eager. “Can you imagine the tech we'll be able to see?!? Cutting edge research the Federation was working on at the height of the Xeno war?? What sort of goodies we can play with, maybe add to the bus?” He turned an eager grin on Mack and Gemma. Both looked dubious.

“Easy does it there Fitz. We still have to make it out alive,” Mack grumbled. Fitz frowned. “You do remember this is the place with the damn Xeno Wraith, right? There is a reason they are calling the mission Haunted House.”

“Yes, but we cleared out the one on the Sargasso station, remember?” Simmons chimed in. “Besides, aren't we just scouting it?”

“Exactly. We go in, look for trouble, catalog what we can see, and then get out. We make our report, get checked out, and then resupply and go on our primary mission,” Colton stated. He shot a significant look at Skye, Mack, Simmons, and especially Fitz. “That means we don't touch anything. Just look, don't touch.”

“How do we know the virus is there if we don't access the equipment?” Skye asked in a peevish tone of voice.

“We don't. We just look. We'll go from there,” Colton stated flatly. “Let's not go borrowing trouble,” he growled. Mae grimaced but nodded in agreement with him.

“If we're leaving tomorrow on the morning shift change, then we better get that requisition list together,” Mack said. “I don't know about you but I want secure comms. We also shouldn't use the robots.”

“I don't know. If we used them on a hopping encrypted frequency and change frequencies regularly …,” Skye protested.

“Do we know if the A.I. can take control of them? Or is this a moot point since Admiral Irons had the base shut down before he left?” the ship's A.I. asked.

As they began to argue over that, Colton shook his head. He had what he needed. He looked over to Mae. “You good?”

“Yeah,” she said softly. “I'll go check the sims out,” she said.

“You do that,” he said walking out with her.
  


 



Chapter 18
 

Executioner in Hyperspace

Admiral De Gaulte stood in his quarters, staring at the screen on the eve of jumping out into the home star system. Everything was running smoothly. He needed to get some rest, but he couldn't bring himself to sleep.

A liberal dose of alcohol usually did the trick, but they'd pretty much drank themselves dry on the way up to this point. That sucked, he could really use a belt right about now.

"Whatever happens, sir, it was an honor to serve you," Wilfred murmured.

He turned slightly to look over his shoulder to his steward. "Thank you, Wilfred," he murmured. "I'd like to spare you and the staff from the fallout if I can. Should I have some creative paperwork done? Reassign you to someone else?"

"I … whatever you decide, sir," his steward said. "Whatever you feel is necessary, sir," he murmured.

Cyrano nodded. "I'd like to but it might draw a bigger target on you, like you are trying to hide something. I'll do what I can though," he said as he turned back to look at the video screen. He heard his steward softly withdraw after a moment.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Admiralty moved forward on the plan to raid the Federation's southern flank and explore New Horizon's area. Malwin worked with Lewis to find the right ships to put together to form the force. They wanted at least two divisions of battle cruisers along with a squadron of cruisers. He'd initially pitched the idea of sending along a CEV and fleet train. The CEV idea had been nixed though; they needed all of their pilots to defend the homeworld.

That meant they had to rely on the cruiser's fighters for defense.

Each of the cruisers and ships had to be carefully considered. They needed crews that could do the job in ships that could handle the Federation ships. They needed not only the legs but also the fighting power and spirit. Finding the right combination was turning out to be trickier than they'd initially thought.

It didn't get any easier as they also moved on a second plan, this one to have a forward defense in the H002-H001 jump line along with possible spoiler raids on Garth. They needed to find some way to throw the enemy off balance in a hurry. The spoiler raids were the direct path but any ship they sent in would be potentially lost as it went up against the enemy's battle line or screening elements.

No matter how they massaged the data in the simulations they weren't finding any easy answers.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral De Gaulte was on his flag bridge with his staff as they returned to Horath in shame. He was honestly surprised that their IFF was accepted. No, he shouldn't have been, after all, Executioner and the other ships were not to blame. They were also going to be desperately needed for the battles to come.

Finding a way to fight them was going to be hard. He wasn't at all certain he'd be alive to see that though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor was enraged when he was informed of a delay in getting Admiral De Gaulte to the palace. The Admiralty wanted to personally interview him first. "They are trying to shield him," he snarled, waving a hand to emphasize his point.

"Who, dear?" his mother asked.

He turned a glower on her. She knew very well who but was playing dumb. "My Admiralty of course!" He scowled blackly. "I need to clean house," he growled, turning a significant look to the Shinobi nearby.

"Now that you can't do," his mother said.

He turned back to her in surprise. "Excuse me?"

"You heard me. Stop acting like a petulant child and listen," she said, resting her hands in her lap. "If you decide to walk that path, you will be putting the final nail in your coffin. Our supporters back us because we control the military. Kill the heads of the Rico, Cartwright, De Gaulte, and other clans and you'll look like you are lashing out. It might be justified but it will be seen as a panicked reaction and those waiting will see it as the final straw to act. They'll have to act to save themselves."

He scowled for a long moment, but it didn't take him long to run the political calculations himself. She was right. He could do something about the others individually over time though. In fact, he should have done so earlier. His mother had argued against it; she saw each as an investment and any disruption would be dangerous to them, especially now.

But some things he couldn't and wouldn't tolerate. They'd all failed him. They had to go. He just needed to be patient and careful on how he arranged it.

His eyes cut to the Shinobi. "Fine, we'll limit things to him and possibly his staff. I'll make an example of him so clear the rest will have to stop playing turtle and act."

She nodded. "Fear is a good motivator if properly applied. I'll arrange for Catherine to be delayed. A creative scheduling conflict and some disinformation should keep her away. That way there are no … unfortunate issues with your heir."

"Her!" He scowled again.

"She is your heir, dear, and you require one. If you do not have one, you are a bigger target and a bigger fool than I raised you to be," she said.

He started to open his mouth to protest but her level look made him pause and close it.

"There, that's better," she said, adjusting her skirt hem slightly. "Catherine is currently your best heir of the crop though young Khali is coming along as quite the little schemer," she said.

Piotr stared at her.

"Kevin I'm afraid is a bit of a dud. If you want to talk about turtling, there is a prime example."

He frowned thoughtfully. Trust his mother to take the long view. He did indeed need to be careful. Apparently, his own mother might decide to take him out and put someone else on the throne, someone she could better manipulate and control.

An insane urge to do something permanent about that threat swelled within him but burst when he looked at her again. He knew she could see right through him. He also knew that if he did something that stupid, he would lose his greatest ally.

"Fine," he said in a not quite neutral tone. He colored ever so slightly at the subtle look of rebuke from her over the sulk in his single word.

"When she gives you hell, and I believe she will given her history with Cyrano and her Ramichov temper, keep it civil. She needs her hand as a learning experience, slapped not cut off," his mother said as she rose. She gave him a peck on the cheek and then departed.

He watched her go, eyes smoldering. "No promises," he muttered.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Four days later Executioner arrived at the central yard and was formally handed off to the yard. Admiral De Gaulte and his staff took copies of all of their tactical and sensory data, along with their reports and hopped a shuttle to the Admiralty.

Admiral De Gaulte was grateful that the initial meeting with the Admiralty would be closed doors without the emperor present. He settled down and worked through his dog and pony show, laying out what had happened.

Malwin listened and took notes. Occasionally, he glanced at the others. The mood was somber and serious. He wondered if Cyrano thought they were trying to shield him. The man should know better. Most likely the emperor wouldn't even bother with a public trial. Given the emperor's temperamental mood, they needed to therefore squeeze as much insight as they could out of Cyrano. He was looking for everything from the enemy's possible thought patterns and reactions to how their own forces had stacked up against them.

From what he was hearing, their own forces hadn't stacked up very well. Even when they had the edge in numbers, it was still brutal.

After their second break, he was appalled when the emperor arrived. They all hastily rose to their feet. Cyrano's eyes were sad and somber, but he bowed deeply to his liege lord.

Two guards dressed in tactical black were with the emperor. That alone spelled bad news to Malwin. He could tell the others around the table were nervous.

Once the emperor was seated, he motioned for Cyrano to continue.

"You retreated to Garth. Did you consider spoiler raids?" Lewis asked.

"I did then and when I retreated from Garth. I disregarded them."

"Why?"

Cyrano cleared his throat. "For multiple reasons." When it was clear his audience wanted to hear them, he shrugged and continued, hoping they'd be receptive to his reasoning. "First, my carrier force took the brunt of the combat. I needed them to defend my ships. Had I tried a raid I would have needed some of those fighters to go as well. Second, any attack force I sent would be going in blind against a superior force, both in quality and quantity. With my limited ammunition supply, any attempt to generate hits upon targets at extreme range would have been futile. The enemy's defenses are just too good."

Lewis nodded and made a note. "Continue."

"Also, the enemy's speed advantage could be used against us. They have proven they can outrun us in hyperspace. Had I launched a counterattack, they could then be waiting for me when I fell back. I'd jump in to either star system blind and with less weapons than I started with."

Lewis nodded. "What if you'd split your force? Draw them into a trap of your own making?"

Cyrano nodded. "I considered that as well and rejected it due to defeat in detail and the inability to coordinate both forces over the distances and timing involved."

Lewis made another note.

"In conclusion, the enemy now has a distinctive qualitive and quantitive edge over us. They had better ships and more weapons. Better tactics," Cyrano said with a shake of his head. "The use of carriers to counter our battle line is a natural one. They can attrition carrier forces and resupply them faster than we can. The shock value of their use of antimatter cannot be understated."

There was a long silent moment as they digested that.

"We did what we could with what we had. It wasn't enough," Cyrano said heavily, shoulders slumping.

"But, you survived," the emperor accused.

All eyes fell on the emperor.

Cyrano nodded, forcing himself to face his emperor squarely. "Yes, sire. Executioner was the last capital ship …"

"I'm not interested in excuses," the emperor stated, making a flicking motion with the fingers of his right hand.

The emperor's Shinobi executed Cyrano by using a molecular wire to garrote him and cut his head off. Piotr pushed the head contemptuously off and onto the table. Blood was supposed to cauterize but didn't, instead it fountained and sprayed, splattering them all.

The officers around the table flinched as blood splatter hit them. For some it wasn't the first time; they'd all flirted with dark urges over the years. But this was the first time they'd had a colleague casually killed right before their eyes.

Only iron control allowed Malwin to not double over and throw up as the nausea hit him. He tried to breathe through his mouth but then tasted the salty blood. Lewis lacked that control and turned and gagged. Countess Newberry took out a tissue and coughed into it delicately.

The emperor flicked blood away with a sniff of disdain. "Well! It goes to show, not everything works as advertised. Including this," he said. "Make sure someone looks into why that didn't cauterize the wound, all right?" he asked mildly. He took back a linen handkerchief and wiped at his face and hands. "Now then ladies, gentlemen, where were we? I believe we have a mess on our hands. It's time you find a way to fix it," he said, staring at each of them in turn.

Malwin wasn't the only one appalled that the emperor made them continue to speak and work with blood splattered as a reminder of the cost of failure. The gory body was a sick reminder that they were all at death's door.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Horathian Admiralty gathered in a random conference room a short time after the emperor had left. Their staff was appalled by what had happened. A pair of staffers gagged as they went in to deal with the body.

Wet naps and towels were handed out to them to wipe the half dried blood off of them. The emperor had forced them to remain in the room while they finished the meeting.

"I need a shower," Countess Newberry said, holding her arms away from her body. She spat on a towel and then wiped at her face. Her hair was matted from the blood.

"We all do," Malwin said as he stripped off his jacket. To hell with it, he was going to go find a room and get a shower and fresh change of clothes. The smell alone was distracting. "The man is insane. In freaking sane."

"Certifiable," the countess said in agreement, surprising him.

"Something has to be done," Lewis chimed in.

The countess turned to him and shook her head. "You want to be the one next on his chopping block?"

"I'm more concerned with the civil war we'd unleash if someone did take him out. We need to remain united if we're going to have any chance of getting through the Federation siege."

"Blockade. It's only a partial one; we can't go through Garth. They haven't laid us under siege."

"You mean they haven't yet. Trust me, it's coming."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Berney was waiting for his time in the hot seat when a black shadow approached him. He turned away, not willing to acknowledge whoever was there for the moment. His distraction cost him dearly as the Shinobi used a punch dagger to sever his spinal cord, killing him.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The war minister's family held an emergency family meeting to discuss the situation. Every captain had been executed. Every staff member including the admiral's steward had been executed. It was a brutal message to all and of great concern to the family.

Not just their family, but also the other families. "We have to give the emperor what he wants, no matter the cost," Theo's wife said. Her family had been cowed by the report of the executions.

"For the moment he's in his rights. He might even ask for my head," Theo stated. "How far are we willing to go to bend over backwards?" he asked, looking at the others. No one responded.

"Yeah, I thought as much," he sighed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine had been stuck on a shuttle most of the day. The shuttle had reportedly had a fuel issue so they'd taken the long way to the Admiralty. She was pretty sure she'd hear about Cyrano's debrief when she was teased about her long commute.

She was still fuming when she stepped off the shuttle. Elvira was there to meet her. The other woman looked horrible though. "What's wrong?" she whispered as her security detail formed a perimeter around them.

"De Gaulte was executed during the debrief. It was awful. I saw the video," Elvira said, shaking a little. "Admiral Cartwright asked me to sit in by video to get an early start …," she felt Catherine wrap her in her arms and then her tears fell. "There was so much blood," she gasped out, fighting the sobs.

Catherine felt her own tears prick her eyes. They were in mourning, yes, but also rage and anger. Cyrano had been her mentor. She knew she couldn't save him, but she would have liked to have at least said good bye. Now she'd never get that chance.

She now understood why her shuttle had been mysteriously delayed. It made sense.

"Come on," she said heavily. "I think we'll find somewhere less public and get cleaned up," she said, offering Elvira a tissue. Elvira took it and dabbed at her eyes and nose. "I'm sorry you had to see that," she said, vowing silently that there would be a reckoning.

She had to protest; she knew she had to or her father and more importantly her grandmother would be suspicious. She just needed to find a way to do it without tipping her hand and letting her temper get the better of her.

As they walked arm and arm, she felt Elvira's hand tentatively slip into hers. She gave it a squeeze and the other woman a half-smile. For a brief moment, their small world was all right, and she was fine with that.

But only for the moment.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine had an icy confrontation with her father at the Admiralty the following day. She made sure they were alone when they had their talk though. He looked at her and then shook his head. "Don't look at me like that. He had to go. He screwed up too often."

She crossed her arms. "I know that. I knew he was in for the long drop. So did he. He was loyal anyway to someone who didn't deserve it. Someone who left him to die out on the end of the tree limb without adequate support."

Her father's nostrils flared at that reminder. "So you and the cowards in the Admiralty wanted to protect him?"

"No!" she shook her head angrily. "Whatever happened, he got caught up in the works. I was there for a part of it, remember? He was also the only one of our people with extensive experience on fighting the enemy. I and the others at the Admiralty wanted to tap into that knowledge of the enemy, to get as much out of him as possible before you did what you did." She bit back the statement that he'd acted in haste without thought. That part was obvious to anyone.

His eyes narrowed. "Don't question my decisions. Ever."

He stared at her for a long drawn-out moment. Finally, she nodded once. "What is done is done," she said. "We need to move on and focus on where we go from here."

"Exactly. To do that I needed to clear the deck."

She bit out a retort. She might be willing to move on, but it didn't seem to appear he did.

"I want to clear the slate entirely, start with a fresh cabinet, but your grandmother didn't approve. So, I limited myself to that one act to spur them to action."

"It definitely made an impact," she replied dryly as she turned and departed.
  


 



Chapter 19
 

Malwin finished checking the reports on the Retribution Fleet disbandment. Each of the ships was being serviced; once that was done, they would be folded back into Home Fleet. Executioner would be in the yards’ hands for months. The yards were already saturated, a few ships would have to wait for their turn or be given only a light refit before being returned to active duty.

It didn't help that every captain had been executed. That sort of chaos he didn't need nor the loss of their priceless knowledge. The emperor had gone too far there, but no one was brave enough to call him out on it.

Many of the crew were being treated for battle exhaustion and depression. Some were certified unfit for combat. He signed off on their retirement without a word. He could do that much for them at least.

Cyrano had done something right by leaving a rear guard. He was working on sending small ships, nothing bigger than a destroyer to reinforce them. If he could swing it, he wanted to send another force to H002 as well. If they spread themselves wide at each jump point, they might be able to catch something. They'd also have a higher chance of survival and of getting the word out if a big enough force to chase them out arrived.

He was surprised when he received a message from the emperor. He scanned it with only a little dread but then sat back in surprise. Apparently, the emperor wanted to use the water dwellers on the raids.

He frowned thoughtfully and then did some digging. They could use a few water dwellers, a half dozen easily. He didn't like the emperor's second part of his plan, a deep raid skipping Garth to get behind the enemy lines to attack the Federation with bioweapons from the plague project.

The odds of their survival were small. The odds of the Empire even knowing whether or not they got far were also small.

But it was possible. They'd have to find the right ship, but he could see some value in it, especially given that the enemy's forces were so diverse. In fact, if they hit Garth or Dead Drop, they might catch invasion forces on the ground exposed. The plagues would definitely cause havoc with them, quite possibly helping their forces on the ground.

He nodded and then called Lewis in to discuss the new plan as he pulled up the war book to find the right ship for them. "Someone better put the coffee on, we're going to be burning the midnight oil again tonight."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sydney Knowles, Viscount of Telemark, nodded to three of the other lords as they joined him. Count Jason McAllen was the head of the Naval Affairs Committee. Bree Stuart was another junior lord as was Evin Frost.

As expected, Jason took charge of the meeting even though Sydney had called it. "Thank you for coming," Jason said with a nod to them as they each took a seat. "We've got a few problems we need to work on."

"I'll say we do. The entire star system is tearing itself apart! And we have only one family to blame!" Bree snarled.

Sydney wasn't the only one to rear back in surprise at her vehemence. She was definitely pissed. She was also the reason they'd left Theodore Varbossa out of it. With the Varbossa clan tied to the princess, Theo couldn't be trusted.

"The raids might hold them off …," Evin started to say but Bree cut him off as she rounded on him.

"In your frackin’ dreams!" she growled. "Raids don't win a war! And we can't penetrate deep enough to do a damn, and, and, it'll take months to get to their destinations. Possibly longer!

"Meanwhile, we'll have the Feds beating down our door before that," Sydney said.

"Exactly," Bree said.

"That's not the only thing we've got going on. Some of the minor lords have let sick-outs start up. It's getting out of hand," Jason complained. "We need to all come together, now more than ever."

"We're all united just not behind one family, not anymore. Not when they have a psycho ready to ride everything down in flames with us along with him," Bree growled.

"I think we should get the old guard involved. Call them up. Aren't there some great leaders and warriors in there? Maybe some tech left in the catacombs we can use?" Evin suggested slyly.

"If they weren't scrapped or stolen by some tomb raider," Sydney said.

Jason rubbed his chin. "That, I believe is an interesting idea, one we can explore. We'll need to get clearances though; the tombs and catacombs are automated."

"Then get them. But we need to do more than grasp at straws and hope ancient old farts in stasis pods or whatever can help us," Bree growled. "We're in a real pickle, and we're about to get squeezed."

Even and Sydney nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Jezebel frowned as she read the latest spy report. McAllen was a natural magnet for people to rally around so her spies watched him closely. They hadn't been able to get a bug into the room, but they'd gotten enough knowledge from one of McAllen's staffers to know they were focused on the ancient guard.

That was an amusing diversion and quite possibly a lucrative one. The old guard or ancient guard haunted the catacombs and tombs well outside the cities. Several of the major groups had one or more sealed tomb with their best warriors in it. Or, at least that was how the story went.

She could believe the stasis tube part; those were easy enough to get. Power though, that was a different story. And what were in the catacombs and tombs? They were grasping at straws.

But, if it were true, they were at least not going after her son. She ordered her people to continue their vigilance. It wouldn't do for McAllen or one of his cronies to get the credit if there was something viable there after all. All she needed to do was to place her spies and forces carefully, watch, and wait.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Of course we can do it!" Doctor Nutell said, excited about the prospects of an active assignment for his project subjects. "Just how many are we talking about though? The second generation is years away from being fully certified."

Admiral Post nodded. That was one major hurdle right there. "We need enough to man three shifts on a single ship. If you can swing enough to also swing a second ship, that's even better. How many do you have available now?"

The doctor frowned as he accessed his notes. "Jane keeps track of things better than Staten does. I'd say I can scare up six." He frowned as he scanned the notes and then nodded. "Six yes."

"Six? So we can man what, two ships? One person per shift? Four in a ship?" Admiral Post asked.

"Plan on all six in one ship," Doctor Nutell said apologetically. The admiral frowned. "Sorry, but helming a ship at speed and in unknown space is a high-stress job. The rule of thumb is to limit them to a four-hour shift. If we have them run longer, we risk the safety of the ship."

Admiral Post made a note of that.

"Good to know. Can they do more than one shift in a twenty-four-hour period?"

"Oh my, yes!" Doctor Nutell stated. "But they need special quarters."

"I thought you were working on that?"

"We were, but that's the second and third generation. I was working under the assumption we'd use members of the first class. Most are only being used as trainers now. Lacia wants to use a few for her experiments, but I've refused the request."

"I wouldn't allow it either given that you most likely wouldn't get them back in one piece," Admiral Post muttered. "Okay, six it is, in one ship. I'll pass this on."

Doctor Nutell scrunched his hands open and closed a few times.

"I'll need a list of what they need. Everything. We need this to work, Doctor, so we'll make allowances," the admiral stated.

"Understood. When?"

"As soon as possible. We're launching this mission as soon as Purity and Enlightenment can finish turning over the equipment to outfit the ship. We can make any changes to life support for a cargo hold while we're at it. Stick a pool or aquarium or whatever in it," Admiral Post stated. "Get me the particulars by the end of today."

"Yes, sir," the doctor said. He wasn't used to moving so fast, but he'd pull out all the stops to get it done. He didn't want to be the one they pointed to when they tried to explain to the emperor why they were late.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Doctor Lacie Mengla, minister of biosciences, looked up as Ilosovic Stayne, duke of Horus and chief magistrate of purity and enlightenment entered her office. His snow white uniform was quite imposing to some. She had enough experience with him to merely smile politely.

"What can I do for you Ilosovic?" she asked.

"I'm headed out to the lumberyard to get the staff there to come up with the best bioweapons to use with this project of the emperor's. Do you have any recommendations?"

Lacie frowned thoughtfully. "Does anyone see this as a nonstarter?"

He blinked at her owlishly then scowled.

"What, no one?" she asked, eyeing him.

"We're ready to play our part. If you have a problem with this, do speak up to his majesty about it."

"Oh, I will when I have the time and opportunity." She smiled at his surprised expression. "Don't look so surprised. This is an asinine plan and the waste of a good ship and resources. Here's why," she said, holding out her right hand fingers outstretched. "One," she ticked her index finger with her left index finger pointing to it. "They have to get to a vulnerable target—not just through hyper but also in space. "Two, no single cruiser can carry enough bioweapons to hit the number of targets that are on the list." She indicated the second finger.

"I'm sure they'll refine it as we go."

"I'm not finished," she stated. "Three, the idea that we'll be giving our forces on Dead Drop, Garth, and elsewhere some relief by hitting the enemy is silly. First off, they are mixed forces; humans and other species won't be affected."

His jaw worked.

"Second, they almost have to have inoculated their military personnel against the threat."

"How? When we just came up with it?"

"Well, it is SOP to do so with any force. The same for their civilian populations," she stated flatly. "Second, no one knows what happened to that Fourth Fleet detachment that went to Tau with the Akion-4 program. Remember that one?"

He blinked and then scowled. "There is no need to remind me; I'm not senile."

"No, but those who forget that also forget that they were most likely encountered or even stopped by the Federation Navy. If they weren't stopped, they most likely will be seeing the effect of it in Tau if they have any sort of presence there."

"All reports from Fourth Fleet confirm the detachment got off unmolested. Von Berk said they left ET clean long before the Feds showed up."

"Yes but after they left, we have no clue what they ran into along the way to their ultimate destination," she pointed out.

"You've made your points," he said.

"Oh, I wasn't finished but those will do," she said, examining her hand and then setting it down flat on the desk. "I won't sign off on this. If it moves forward as I expect it to, expect an 'I told you so' if it blows up in your face as I'm expecting it to."

"Are you finished?" he asked, one hand on the door knob.

"One last point you might want to consider," she said, holding up a finger as she sat back.

"And that is?"

"The Federation takes a very dim view on war crimes like genocide. If they do win, you might want to keep that in mind."

His face turned an interesting shade then instantly cooled. He opened the door and then left without a further word.

Lacie shook her head and then went back to finding any evidence in her files. She had found a coder who had promised that he could write a script bot to clean out any electronic file, even shred any evidence, as long as she found every link and every backup copy.

Which was turning out to be quite the chore and one she couldn't entrust to anyone else without letting them know what she was doing.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Mara turned her head slightly to look at the chocolate-skinned male human. Doctor Nutell ran the institute and seemed distracted. She wasn't sure if that was good or not.

Ever since they'd cut back on her medication and conditioning, she'd started to feel her mind start to recover and even penetrate the fog. It wasn't easy but she'd managed it. She sometimes wondered if any of the others had done the same.

"Do pay attention, dear," a matronly voice said at her elbow. She turned to see nurse Jane standing there. The stocky woman nodded her double chin to the sim.

"Sorry, I was wondering what was going on with Doctor Nutell," she murmured, returning her full attention to the sim.

"Oh, he's just excited but nervous about the new mission," Jane said breezily as she turned to watch a merman in a tank being escorted out and down the hall.

"Where are they taking him? Is he in trouble?" one of the students asked.

"No dear, he's going to fulfil his purpose. He's going on a ship to fly it," Jane said.

Mara nodded and rested a blue-skinned webbed hand on her swollen abdomen. "It's what we're here for," she murmured as her training dictated.

"They left it late; they just finished the habitat. Hopefully, they got it right," Jane said. "We'll get the data later I suppose. Finish up," she said, motioning for them to finish the simulation.

Mara nodded and motioned for her students to continue. "The next part is going to be tricky," she said as the nurse closed the door so they wouldn't be further distracted.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Doctor Milgram was not happy about the mission. He hated the idea of a rush job. He hated it even more that they had taken some of the subjects on what he was privately concerned was for all intense and purposes a suicide mission. Oh, a few people said it was at best a Hail Mary, but he put the odds at very low to nonexistent that they'd ever see those ships or subjects again.

Which sucked. He'd finally gotten some good resolution images of a Picean brain and aural structure. If they weren't going to be around, he couldn't use them for further research.

The good news was that all six subjects were not of the primary line. They were also all male; he and the staff had been adamant about that. Males were expendable and ultimately replaceable; females were not.

They were all going in one ship to increase the chances of success. That was good and bad, redundancy on one ship but no redundant second ship. They also had to set up their own habitat of shallow one-meter deep pools for them and then tap into the ship's systems to connect them up to run the helm of the ship. The normal helm team would handle the job in sublight. Food and proper medical care were a concern. They also needed to be insulated from the crew to maintain the proper submissive mental state.

He shook himself. He wasn't sure why he was dithering about it; after all, it wasn't the first group to leave. They'd sent two other groups off on ships too, both to Sigma sector. No doubt this group would do their best.

After all, that's what he'd programed them for.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira shook her head as she dealt with another sick-out. "Look, I get it, you aren't happy. But this isn't helping the situation."

"I'm telling you we've got some illness, and we're dealing with it."

"Get squared away. Soon," she growled.

She frowned as she cut the connection. She wasn't ready to report him. He was reporting in and he was good people. He was also doing a little telecommute from home. He needed to step up though, she wasn't sure how many more excuses she could take. She turned and eeped in surprise at the sight of Catherine standing in her doorway. "You scared me!"

"Then you need to work on your situational awareness," Catherine said firmly. She cocked her head. "Sick-out?"

"Am I late? Sorry …," Elvira got up and got her jacket.

"Hang on a minute, back it up. Sick-out?"

"Oh, it's just …," Elvira shrugged. "It's nothing, but there isn't a lot I can do about it."

"What is it?"

Elvira squirmed a bit and then bit her lip.

"Come on, you can tell me," Catherine wheedled. "Of course, I could tickle it out of you," she said, curling her fingers.

"You do and I'll retaliate," Elvira growled, curling her own fingers.

"Not if I pull rank," Catherine said mockingly.

"You would too," Elvira said, deflating a bit. She straightened. "Okay, it's the Retribution Fleet. Some of the families got word from them and they are freaked. And others are pissed that their families were singled out and members were executed."

"The De Gaulte family?"

"That's just one," Elvira said. Catherine wrinkled her nose in confusion. "You don't know, do you?"

"Not if you don't tell me," Catherine said.

Elvira studied her and then shook her head. "De Gaulte's entire staff and every ship captain was executed."

Catherine stilled. Pure mayhem flashed through her angry eyes. "I see."

"The Herod family took it hard. So did a lot of others."

Catherine nodded once. "I should imagine. Jeremy was a good officer."

"And his family is not happy. His mother is taking it hard, and his brother," she indicated the phone, "is dealing with her and his own problems. I know there are a lot of resignations going on. A lot of people are pissed." She winced when she realized she'd admitted that out loud and who she'd admitted it too. "Sorry," she muttered.

"It's okay," Catherine said. Elvira gave her a relieved but slightly dubious look. "You, not the situation. What you are telling me isn't your fault so I won't torture the messenger," Catherine teased. She hugged Elvira for a moment. Wheels turned in her mind. She could extort this, using it as leverage if she properly handled it. She could also use it to blame some of her more overt activities if necessary.

"Depends on what sort of torture you had in mind," Elvira teased back with a squeeze. "And I could always turn the tables," she whispered in Catherine's ear before giving it a kiss.

"Not while we're on duty. Since this is supposed to be a working lunch, we'll have to play by the rules. But later …," Catherine pretended to wash her hands. "When I've got you in my clutches …"

Elvira giggled as they walked out of her office.
  


 



Chapter 20
 

Finagle

Captain Jed Misipeka used a long finger to ream out his ear. He really should do a good grooming; he deserved that much. He scanned the plot and then sniffed.

Winterspell was the lead ship in the Finagle picket. He had a full CruRon, eight heavy cruisers. They were one jump away from the enemy's home star system and help was several jumps away.

So far, they'd done well; they'd picked off fifteen enemy singletons and the convoy of twenty-three three months prior. That was quite the haul; he'd been forced to send back the CEV Sicily with her support ship and the two destroyers as escort for the group. The CEV had been down to fumes on her fuel and needed to resupply. He wasn't sure what the best speed of the prize ships were, most likely pretty damn slow which meant the group would be arriving in New Horizon in another month or two.

They were racking up quite the score, something he was proud of. A couple couriers from Horath had gotten past them though, no doubt they'd bring someone in Sigma word of warning. That sucked. After that last one, he'd consolidated his CruRon and instituted a policy of running silent near the Bd2r3 jump point. That was where most of the traffic seemed to be coming from, coming from Sigma not so often to it.

Twice since the Sicily flotilla had left, he'd been forced to leave a convoy alone. They'd had escorts and his Rules of Engagement orders were not to engage warships that matched his mass or to engage if any ship in a convoy was expected to get away. That had sucked. They hadn't gotten a sniff of his ships though. His command had been exposed to the planet two weeks ago though when a courier had escaped while broadcasting like mad. No matter how much his people had tried, they hadn't been able to jam the SOS alerting the planet.

Which sucked.

It felt odd to be the pirate, to be on the flip side. It was fun to be the predator but the terror in some of the civilian faces had kept him up at night. Some of his people too from the scuttlebutt that he'd heard.

He had gotten some of his crew back after they'd been brought up from dropping off their prize ships in New Horizon. Not all though, he was still one-third down on his manning table. Engineering was doing half extra shifts.

He frowned and then stroked his face as he considered what to do. He really should go do a workout, maybe stroll through the ship or failing that get caught up on paperwork. The XO and A.I. would love that.

He snorted. Who was he kidding? He hated paperwork. He was famous for hating paperwork with what he described as a passion.

He was still idly considering what to do with his time when CIC announced an alert for an incoming enemy ship. "Whoops, apparently boredom's over," he muttered as he headed to the bridge.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Kuresh Quartermain tucked his hands behind his back as he looked out at the star system plot. Beyond it was the main view screen that was currently showing the local plot.

It would still be several minutes before they got everything sorted out. That was fine with him.

His flagship Decapitator and her division mate Star Raveger were in the middle of the formation of twelve ships. He should have had more, but the Admiralty wanted his command to be lean and mean.

He sniffed. That just meant the four battle cruisers, four heavy cruisers, and four light cruisers would have to live off the land as much as possible. That wasn't hard to do if you were pirates, but it could and probably would slow them down. Especially when they had to ramp up for some of the longer stretches of jumps after Konahagakure.

He wondered if it had been wise to give up his command of Second Squadron. He'd only just gotten the command after handing over the reins of Star Raveger. When they'd formed up the mission, he'd volunteered expecting to be able to take his entire squadron, not half of it. He shook his head.

Beggars can't be choosers apparently. He'd been given a tight command and an almost impossible mission. They hadn't even given him any couriers, which had sucked. But if he played his cards right, it should push the enemy back and buy his people some time.

"We're picking up something," CIC reported. He turned. "Definitely several somethings. It looks like neutrino scatter along with ion trails."

"A recent convoy?"

"No. The neutrinos are current. Someone is out there, near the Bd2r3 jump point," the sensor tech stated. "We're too far out to get a better read though, sir," she said in frustration.

"Do your best," the admiral growled.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"They've got us," the XO warned a shift later.

"You think so do you?" Captain Misipeka asked.

"Oh yeah, sir, most definitely. We've got a lot of interest in our direction. The ships are coming in our direction," the XO stated.

"Concur, sir," the JTO stated.

"Concur as well," the TACO stated. "CIC puts it at four battle cruisers—two of them Kurama class, two Derfflinger class. There are four heavy cruisers and four light cruisers in the mix."

"Frack. Too rich for my blood," the captain said mildly. "Are you sure they got a sniff of us? How?" he asked, crossing his long arms in front of him and pretending to twiddle them backwards.

"My money is on any ion trails we've left and neutrinos," the sensor officer stated. They turned to her. "It makes sense; they've been steadily updating and upgrading their fleet. BCs would be the natural recipients of such hardware."

The captain turned to the other officers. They nodded.

"We've got an arrival at the jump point!" a rating said urgently.

"Which one?" the captain asked, looking up and then at the plot. All eyes fell with his.

"This one! Fourteen million kilometers out from us." the ship's A.I. said urgently. "Massive jump arrival. Over two dozen ships."

"Frack me. It never rains but it sure and hell pours apparently," the captain said.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Convoy arrival at the Bd2r3 jump point," Captain Ryan Cartwright said, voice taught with concern. His XO Commander Jessie Sanchez sucked in a protesting breath. She had been dealing with the conflicting reports from the local pirate lord on the planet. He insisted they'd gotten a Mayday from a courier but there weren't any details in it and the message had been garbled.

"Comm, open a channel, cancel that," the admiral's voice said over the PA. They looked up to it. "Comm, broadcast a warning to the incoming ships; let them know there are enemy ships practically on top of them. If there are any warships, tell them to find and engage them. Give them our data," he said.

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Transmission from what appears to be the flagship of the cruiser force to the convoy," White Knight, the ship's A.I., stated.

"So much for that!" the JTO said in disgust.

For the past three hours, they had been trying to find a way to maneuver behind each of the four enemy cruisers to take them out. Most likely the call had been an IFF challenge, but it could be a warning.

"They are using old encryption keys, decrypting now," White Knight stated. "Message reads as an IFF and a warning that we are near."

"So, they definitely know we're here," the captain stated.

"Active sensor sweeps in our general direction from the cruisers," CIC reported.

The captain frowned at the display. If he engaged the cruisers, he could get hurt and possibly pinned long enough for the enemy cruiser force to overhaul him.

"Guns, we can't hurt them at this range, can we?"

"Sir, CIC reporting, enemy convoy has put on some speed," CIC reported.

"Not as they are opening the range," the TACO stated. "Recommend we disengage and haul ass out of here, sir."

"I hate to say it, but I agree," the Neoape captain grumbled. "Damn!"

"Oh, we're going to leave all right but not before we give them a parting gift."

"Sir?"

"Guns, work with the other ships. I want to take out some enemy ships."

"The cruisers will be able to defend at this range, sir."

"I never said we're going to target the cruisers," the Neoape captain said with a broad smile.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Sir, multiple ships have dropped stealth; they are firing on the convoy!" CIC reported.

Jessie sucked in a protesting breath but then exhaled. What they were seeing was several hours old. "Comm, call the skipper and admiral. Let them know what we're seeing," she ordered.

"Aye aye, ma'am," the rating stated. The captain and admiral had stepped off to get a bite to eat and a possible nap. She hated to interrupt them but had no choice.

"The escort cruisers are returning fire and trying to handle the incoming fire. None of it appears directed at the warships," the CIC rating reported. "The range is long; it looks like fifteen million kilometers and opening up."

"Of course they didn't target the cruisers," she murmured. If the shipping schedule was right, that was most likely an El Dorado convoy. That meant they were packed with priceless tech. She watched silently as the short engagement happened. The range was long; they couldn't get a very good read. From the look of it, at least two of the unarmed lumbering freighters took hits. One just simply evaporated from the plot.

She closed her eyes in pain.

"Shit just got real," a rating muttered.

"Someone just had a very bad day," another rating replied.

"A lot of someones just had their very last day," another retorted.

"Can it," the bosun growled.

"Enemy ships are running for the Bd1r17 jump point," CIC reported. She opened her eyes as she heard a voice clear its throat.

"Sorry," she muttered, getting out of the hot seat for the skipper.

"Sleeping on the job, Jessie?"

"No, sir, active imagination took over," she said as they exchanged places.

"Helm, alter course … no, Nav, plot an altered course to the Bd1r17 jump point. Feed that course to the other ships. Engage on the admiral's say so," the captain stated.

"I say so," the admiral's voice said dryly. "Lay on enough speed to overhaul our intruders if possible. We've got some payback to dish out."

There were some growls of agreement from the bridge watch over that statement.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain was surprised when three days into the chase they began to make some headway.

He'd just been reading the latest report from the convoy. An ammunition collier had been vaporized. It had only taken one hit, just one for the ship to go up like tinder. Two other ships had been destroyed. A total of fourteen other ships had been damaged or crippled. At least four of those ships were not going anywhere anytime soon. The escort cruisers had done their best to defend them, but surprise had been on the enemy's side. He put in a commendation for their crews for saving what they could.

He was even more surprised when he received a call from the enemy ships. The captain of the Resolution class heavy cruiser called him. "Going to surrender?" he asked. "If you are looking for terms, you aren't going to get any favorable ones," he said. He checked the plot again. It would be close.

"Funny, I was going to ask you the same thing," the voice replied two hours later. "Your Prince Mason Ramichov is enjoying his time in our custody. I'm uploading a list of all POWs in our custody as well as images of them for your verification."

What Jed didn't say was that his ship's A.I. had inserted viruses in the image files.

Kuresh sat back when heard that. So, the prince was alive. Or it was some sort of ploy. He grunted when his people said they had a ways to go before they could release the files the enemy commander had uploaded.

"I'll be sure to pass that on to the empire. I'm sure the families will appreciate it," the admiral said slowly as he gathered his thoughts. He decided to throw a taunt in. "It's not like the Federation Navy to fire on unarmed ships. My, how the times have changed," Kuresh said scathingly.

"They might not be armed but the way that one ship went up I'm pretty sure she was loaded to the deckheads with munitions. That put her squarely in my sights, so I'm not going to lose any sleep over it. What's funny to me is a pirate who has spent the past seven centuries preying on the helpless is whining about my choice of targets."

"Try and target my ships and see what happens," the admiral riposted two hours later.

"Nah, I'm not interested at the moment. Thanks anyway," Jed said with a wicked grin in his face. "We can make a play date for a week or two from now."

"Cute. You do notice the disparity in forces, right?"

"At the moment, yes. But see, I'm not from what you'd say around here," the voice drawled.

"Oh? Just what backwater star system are you from?" the admiral asked in amusement.

"Bek. Admiral Irons contacted us, and we've been turning out ships in our yards. Hundreds of nice shiny ships that are going to tear your salvaged ships apart."

"Oh, really," the admiral drawled. He checked the computer, but there was no mention of a Bek.

While he was eating dinner, another taunt came through. "I wouldn't be surprised if the home yards are building battle moons by now. So, you might as well give it up."

That made the admiral sit back in surprise. It had to be a bluff; it had to be. He hadn't heard of a Bek. There wasn't anything on the maps.

"Bullshit," was his simple reply.

"Have it your way," the voice drawled two hours later.

"Why are you running if you have it in the bag?" the admiral replied.

"I'm not an idiot. Live to fight another day and all that. We'll be back," the voice replied.

"Sir, comms has reported our firewall has been hit with numerous cyber-attacks. The voice is just a cover," Captain Cartwright warned.

Admiral Quartermain nodded. That made sense. He was glad the Retribution Fleet had brought back word of warning of that enemy tactic. It might have just saved his command.

"Not if I have anything to say about it. You are just delaying the inevitable. Eventually we're going to catch up to you."

"Funny, I was going to say the same thing. Keep chasing me and see what happens," the voice replied.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"We're going, we're going," Captain Misipeka muttered as the Horathian warships continued to chase his ship south to the Bd1r17 jump point. He was being driven off his station, and he didn't like it—not that he had a choice in the matter.

He somewhat regretted putting a bee in the enemy commander's bonnet. He hadn't introduced himself and the other commander hadn't either. He'd hoped the conversation would have allowed White Knight an opportunity to get in and perform a cyber-attack, but there hadn't been a chance of it. The enemy's coms were tighter than a virgin's ass at a sex toy convention.

So much for that.

Someone back home is not going to like this, the Neoape thought. If those ships kept coming after him, Captain Firefly was going to like it even less.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The bridge crew of Decapitator watched in disgust as the Federation ships jumped out of the star system unmolested. They'd kept carefully out of weapons range the entire time. Any chance to overhaul them had been lost when the ships had put on a burst of speed and had passed through the jump point to the outer edge before launching a spread of nukes to blind their ships. By the time they'd gotten a clear look, the ships had altered course and put on another couple million kilometers between them, enough to give them time to power up their hyperdrives and get away.

"We didn't get much. We didn't even get into firing range of that ship," the XO said in disgust. "Or the others," she said.

"No, that we didn't," Admiral Quartermain replied over the link between the bridges.

Captain Cartwright turned to his XO. Jessie blushed ever so slightly at the look.

"Captain, make sure the recordings of that conversation are marked. We'll want II to look into that. And someone find me a damn star chart! I've never heard of this Bek, and I think I should have," the admiral growled. "We'll send back what we know in the convoy and then keep going. The least we can do is clear out the damn Fed pickets along the way," he said.

"Aye aye, sir."

"I'll leave you to it then. Let me know when we're ready to jump," the admiral said, cutting the circuit.

"I wonder how much of our shipping they picked off before anyone back home noticed," the XO muttered.

The captain turned to her. "Be glad we're not returning home. Be very glad. You wouldn't want anyone back home in high places to hear what I just heard," he said.

Her eyes widened and she gulped before she hastily looked away.

He frowned thoughtfully. He'd thought she'd had more backbone than that. She'd just failed that test. He was curious though how she'd stand up later when things got tougher.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain frowned as he considered what he'd just seen. If the enemy was picketing so close to his home star system, it didn't bode well for other systems. He checked the shipping logs. Some ships had gotten to Horath unmolested. There hadn't been a single report of those ships either. Had they just arrived on station? How long had they been there? He had no idea. He wasn't sure he'd like the answer when he found out.
  


 



Act II
 
  


 



Chapter 21
 

Antigua

Admiral Subert was grateful he'd passed on traveling to Antigua in stasis. He'd taken a fast courier over a berth on one of the convoys. He'd been tempted to stop in to see Jersey and Agnosta, but the little ship's blistering speed had made him reconsider.

He couldn't help but smile as his A.I. forwarded his mail including greetings from Admiral Irons. There was even a greeting from Captain Sprite.

He had a bit of catching up to do, plus some liberty he and the crew of the courier were looking forward to. Bulkhead fever wasn't quite that bad, but it was bad enough to want to see some long sight lines again. Maybe even on the planet.

He closed his eyes. He hadn't been on a planet in ages. It might be nice to feel a breeze on his face made by something other than a plastic fan. Smell, no, walk a forest, a real one not a virtual one or a greenhouse or artificial park.

Hell, he might even try some sports while he was on the ground. And he might even get a chance to check out the dating scene and do something about his overlong celibate situation.

He smiled ever so slightly in anticipation. Three more days and the fun would begin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

BUSHIPS had a couple of hundred research teams but the premium one seemed to be Gray, Wong, and Proteus. They had the most success getting their designs through the maze of sims and testing and into actual prototypes and production.

The trio had occasionally worked with Admiral Logan and others over the years. Admiral Irons occasionally put in an appearance when they seemed stymied and put in his two cents to get them going again.

With their Freedom's Dawn design undergoing the prototype phase, the trio had decided to switch gears and look into small craft design. Since the war was turning into a carrier war, it seemed like the thing to do. It also allowed them to be free for consultation with the yard dogs if any issues cropped up with the new SD design. That was normal for any new ship design.

"A lot of people have been discussing the Patriot or block Cobra upgrades, the King
Cobra IX or even moving forward with a classic but updated E-class design and putting that into production. I think we can do one better," Jory stated.

He had a basic frame up. As usual they'd done their research by tearing into the competition, looking for their strengths and weaknesses, and then finding a way to harness them. "The Lemnos data is … incomplete."

"No wonder, we didn't really focus on fighters and small craft there," Captain Wong replied. He was a chimera sleeper, a human who had voluntarily altered his bioform into one resembling a humanoid black raven, complete with a wicked beak, large eyes, and feathers.

"I've been playing with basic forms. I even looked into recreating the Xeno fighters," Jory stated, showing off a teardrop design in the main holo-projector.

Wong glanced at it. He had studied it before; the thing was scary. Some thought of them as spiders, arachnids. Others as squids. They could manipulate a monopole force emitter or cluster of them to create an impressive grav drive. They were blistering fast once they got wound up but had trouble maneuvering or changing direction once they were up to speed.

Their force emitters were a weapon all on their own. They collected dust and debris in a tight ball that the ship could then eject when it altered course. More than one officer had been dismayed to see the trajectory of the ball going at fractional light speeds to something indefensible.

"I hate those things," the bird man muttered.

Jory glanced at him. "I know. They are a nightmare to a lot of people. According to everything I've read, they were almost completely nanite and smart material based. I'd like to take a few pages from them there. Create a core frame with smart material, nanotech, and modular components."

The bird man crossed his arms. What Jory was saying made a sort of sense. They had fighters and other craft that had nanotech smart skin and smart materials. Jory was just taking it a step further. "I feel a but coming."

"Mine has been in the chair a bit too much according to my wife these days," Jory quipped. Wong cocked his head at him. "Sorry. Yes, I ran into issues—the smart material and nanotech for one. I can apply some micro and nanotech components, molecular engineering, but the Lemnos data is … flawed."

Captain Wong nodded, feathers flaring a bit. It wasn't an implied insult to him or the others working at Lemnos, just a statement of fact. The data they'd copied had subtle corruption in it, courtesy of the Xeno Wraith that had infiltrated the hidden naval research station.

"Well, fortunately, there is a mission underway to get another copy and quite possibly even salvage some of the equipment and prototypes too," the captain stated.

Jory turned to stare at him. "Missed that?"

"Apparently so. When did this happen?"

"It got off a couple of months ago. I don't know when they are expected back," the captain said, fluffing his feathers. Jory nodded.

"So, I should hold off until they get a fresh copy so we can compare it to our current one I suppose?" Jory asked.

"Yeah, I'd say that's the wisest choice of action," Wong replied with a nod. "Apparently, this Shield Team has a couple of engineers with them from Bek who asked to work with us. They are apparently quite good," the bird man stated as Jory started to object. "They come highly recommended."

"By who?"

"Admiral Logan. He apparently worked with them on Ilmarinen."

"How are we with that new quantum armoring matrix?" Wong asked, changing the subject. He knew it had passed the labs but not the final results.

"Tests in the lab are done; it passed with flying colors as you know from the email," Proteus stated. The Neobird nodded.

"That stuff is so cool! The matrix crystalizes at the point of impact and redirects the energy, any form of energy whether it is heat, light, or force as we expected. I'll skip the costs and go right to what I've been working on," Jory said, showing the birdman an image of a ship.

"Nice," Wong stated. It was a wise idea to skip the costs given the mind-boggling numbers involved. "BC?" he asked, checking the scale of the ship.

"Next gen, yes. I thought about putting it in the Freedom's Dawn class but we're still at least a year or more out from ironing out the production teething issues. Programming the nanites to lay the quantum materials is a bit more ticklish than we thought," Jory explained.

Proteus put up an image of the BC and highlighted the armor panels.

"Due to the costs, I thought we'd go with a mixed panel approach. That way we can pop them off and use conventional panels if we have to do so," Jory stated.

"Makes sense with field repairs. I bet trying to cut through this armor with a plasma torch would suck," Wong stated.

Jory snorted. "Hey, you'd be right. Nothing less than a nanite can do it," he stated.

"Am I seeing this correctly? Did you armor the interior of the magazines and the boat bays?" Wong asked, manipulating the controls of the holographic emitter.

"Yeah, I thought it was obvious."

"Yeah, I get that. But you forgot the number one thing about trying to contain an explosion," Wong said, eyeing the human. "Don't. You neglected blow-out panels. You have to direct an explosion; it'll follow the path of least resistance. It can and will find a place to go."

"But the quantum armor absorbs the energy!"

"And then directs it elsewhere. But the force behind that impact has to be absorbed too, remember? And there is a saturation point in the armor before it fails. No system is perfect," Wong stated.

Jory frowned at the design and then deflated a little. "Okay, I guess I got a little too excited, a new toy and all."

"Yeah, you did. But we can fix it. Proteus, let's see if we can create blow-out panels so the explosion will act as a gun and vent overboard rather than internally and gut the ship," Wong stated.

"I'll help," Jory said as they got to work.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Montgomery was set to hand off his duties to Admiral Subert and travel to Sigma when he received word of the courier arrival. He was surprised though when he was informed that the admiral was going to take a two-week liberty and then take several weeks getting up to speed.

He nodded. Fair enough, the admiral had earned his respite. He checked his own status through his A.I. The bad reports and his lack of Academy training along with his firing from Pyrax had been used to deny him further promotion. Admiral Irons was changing that. The admiral was ramming through his promotion to rear admiral anyway on the grounds that he was going to be the senior officer in Sigma for a while.

That was good and bad news. Good in that he was finally getting his second star, but bad in the way he was getting it. Some might think he hadn't earned it. And it was bad news in that he was going to be senior officer. That meant he was going to have to handle more than just ONI. He was going to have to oversee everything while coordinating with the Admiralty … at least until someone senior, most likely a Bekian, came out to take over.

He couldn't wait to get away from the politics in the capital though. He liked the intrigue normally, but he wanted to focus on his mission and find this El Dorado.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Broken Antenna waggled her mandibles as she read the latest report. Yard Dog Inc had just finished another civilian ship build, Gypsy Heart. The freighter had completed her builder's trials with flying colors and was already in orbit taking on a full load of ostrich exports. Everything on the birds were being exported—meat, leather from the skin, and feathers. Emu and hadrosaur were also popular exports.

That was wise. She was still dealing with the mess from the import of sheep meat. An entire shipment had been rejected by the FDA. Her Commerce Department had been called in, but it had been FDA's call. They were right too, the Surgeon General's Office even weighed in on the problem. You just don't put contaminated meat products on the market. Neos were highly susceptible to prions from sheep meat.

She checked the departures and then nodded her head in a human-style nod. Another convoy of Liberty class ships were on its way to the front. No doubt they were carrying the new hyperspace mines and fort modules. She made a note to look into getting more of the civilian grade ships out of the navy and into the hands of the merchant houses. Bek was setting up merchant houses again, but they were pushing to extend the reach beyond the rapids. If the market was established, she was fairly confident they'd have to work hard to get their niche rather than roll right over everyone.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons noted that Jory, Wong, and Proteus had tabled their fighter project. The two organics didn't know that their faithful cyber partner was keeping the admiral in the loop with summaries and peaks at their progress with various projects. Occasionally, the admiral would intervene using his own experience as a guide. Occasionally just seeing what mischief they were getting up to helped keep him sane when he thought he was going to drown in paperwork and politics.

Their latest test bed, a BC utilizing the new quantum armor, was interesting. The quantum armor was on par for weight for current generation armor but far more effective. They still needed more lab tests in his opinion, and a full-up field test if possible. They needed to test the material to destruction to know where its breaking point was. The lab tests had topped out with an orbital fort's graser, but there had to be a bigger gun than that or successive gun strikes? No system or material was perfect.

He still occasionally moonlit in the yard but tried to keep even that to a minimum. The security shift usually caused too much of a disruption, and they didn't need any sort of hiccup. When he had some free time, he looked into the final design of the modular Mulberry forts.

The Mulberry forts were purpose-built fortresses built from modular blocks shipped in by freighters. The design of the blocks allowed them to be as plug and play as possible. Blocks could be swapped out for repairs or to customize a station design. An entire convoy had been recently dispatched to Garth with three fortresses, a weapon fort, carrier fort, and command fortress. The forts were so modular they could continue to grow over time, turning into gargantuan stations if necessary. Forts were already in the pipeline, but the latest versions being shipped out now would be tough nuts for any fleet to crack once they were assembled.

He had no intention of giving the enemy too much time. Instead, they'd set up enough to secure Garth and then move on to sealing Horath. Most likely somewhere in-between the emperor would launch an offensive to try to regain the initiative. When he did, he'd break his teeth on their defenses and sacrifice the bulk of his capital ships with hyperdrives in the process.

And from there it was just a matter of attritioning the defenses in Horath until they were worn down to the point it would be worth moving in.

He knew a lot of people were unhappy with his plan. Amadeus had come around; after all, anything they could do to soften up Horath was a good thing. But the idea of standing on the defense and making the enemy come to them was not appealing to someone offensive minded.

Every simulation said that the enemy would go on the offense. Everything they had said the emperor would push back. Which was why it was important to be ready. Yes, they were giving up the initiative, but they were going to fight on their ground with the enemy lacking in intelligence about what they were up against. And the hyper mines should give them fits once they were installed.

He frowned as a new email came in. He scanned the header, and the signature made him snort. Odette had signed off on the idea of a raid. His eyes scanned the proposal.

From their initial pitch, they wanted to use a small force, nothing larger than a battle cruiser to get in and scout Horath while hitting targets of opportunity. The argument was made that it would throw the enemy on the defense and keep them there, reacting instead of being proactive.

The admiral nodded. It was true. "As long as we don't poke the bear," he murmured.

He liked the proposal on several levels except one. It would spoil his primary attack. Odette's plan was for the BCs to come in well outside the established jump zone or even from different vectors. The idea was to force the enemy to spread their defenses thin in order to cover multiple approaches to their strategic resources and planet.

But, again, it would spoil his main attack.

He typed out a short answer but forwarded the proposal to the prowler commander. Emily might like it and take pieces from it for her own mission.

The first wave of prowlers had departed. The second had finished their working-up exercises and were going to depart soon. They had to catch up with the first wave though.

The newest generation of prowlers, the Poltergiest class, were much like an old Terran submarine in many ways. They were larger than a Meridian or Zephyr class, on par with an Arboth class destroyer. They were pushing the limits of stealth technology with the ship.

Once they were gathered in Garth, Emily would work them up for their real mission.

And wouldn't that be a fun time for the pirates? he thought with a grin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Moira Sema scrubbed her face with one frustrated hand as she tried to get a handle on how to deal with the elections. The VP election was coming up on the next Federation Election Day. Enki had assured her that getting the data through the ansible and compiled wouldn't be a problem.

Many of the star systems had their own mechanisms for dealing with an election. Some were so new they would be holding only their second election. Admiral Irons wanted to wait until the sector capital in Tau came online so they could have some say in the vote. So far only the ansible in the Trajin Cluster and Lebynthos had been established.

Getting people to set up and run the elections and certify the results was one headache among many. She also had to deal with various ballot initiatives, plus arguments over ticket placement. The entire thing was random for the candidates but explaining that was hard. Or, no, it was simple, just getting the various campaigns to listen was hard. Everyone wanted to be at the top of their particular ticket. There was also a movement to push the election back another year or to randomize the placement on each star system ballot instead of just one or put the favored person at the top of a ticket in one given area.

Which was why she was sticking to her guns and insisting they were using one standard for the entire Federation. It was making waves. Her people weren't sure if it was making the right sort of waves, but some were grudgingly approving of her insistence in a single standard for all.

There were over thirty-six senate seats open, and hundreds of Federal congressional delegates. The local seats were under the Federal seats, which was another sticking point with her and the various planetary election authorities.

There was another issue her people were dealing with—the thorny issue of the captured territories and star systems who hadn't yet officially joined the Federation. The military and those not in their home star system were voting by absentee ballot but the civilians were another story. The senate had deadlocked on how to deal with them. For the moment her staff had agreed to set any votes aside for the VP ticket. They could count to the popular vote but not for the actual candidates.

And then there were planets who preferred paper ballots or slate or whatever over electronic ballots. And keeping this count secure was something she didn't want to think about.

At the top of every ballet were the three candidates for the Vice Presidency. The various ansible debates had at least narrowed the field to three. All three were on the campaign trail. Admiral Irons had authorized the use of couriers as transport against their better judgement. Every candidate had access to them to do a single loop.

Governor Randall was the odds on favorite for the post. He was performing a loop with his family visiting Triang, Senka, Syntia's World, New Texas, Avalon, Proxima, Centennial and then ending back in Antigua a week or so before the election if he was lucky. He was the most prepared and had the deepest pockets.

All of the senators who had announced their interest in the candidacy had bowed out. Governor Saladin in Pyrax was a last-minute addition. He was going out to Agnosta, Centennial, and then Gaston before returning to Pyrax. He complained about not being able to hit more stops in the time allotted. Petina had politely pointed out his late timing in announcing his candidacy during a press briefing when the subject had been brought up.

Governor Parvati Das was the third and final candidate. The Seti Alpha 4 governor had started her loop south to garner support in Halced 6, New Haven, Airea 3, Nightingale, Epsilon Triangula, Gaston, Pyrax, and then a return to her home star system. She had a lot of stops like Governor Randall. Three of them were high population worlds which put her in the second slot. Her involvement was most likely the reason why Governor Saladin had chosen a short loop over a larger one. Governor Das was certainly taking a chance with her loop; scuttlebutt said she might not make it back to her home star system before the election began.

Moira shrugged such considerations away. It wasn't her problem. She had been sure someone in Bek would have thrown their hat in the ring. Bek by far had the greatest population. Apparently not though, no one had expressed serious interest. She had been surprised by that; they would have more or less locked Bek A and B up and quite possibly Nuevo. Bek had the largest population of any star system by far.

Apparently like some of the senators and governors that had dropped out, no one wanted to take the chance at the high fruit and jeopardize what they already had in front of them. In a way she couldn't blame them. Admiral Irons had insisted on an electoral system to go along with the popular vote. That would balance Bek out. They might win the electoral vote of their home star system and get the electoral votes but get outvoted by the other star systems.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agnosta

Governor Saladin waved at the people on the tarmac. It was raining, another point against him. He was pretty sure his candidacy to the VP slot was dead before it began but he couldn't resist traveling on someone else's dime. Besides, getting out and meeting and greeting people was a good thing, especially when he might use that for a later campaign.

The one good thing about his short hop was that he'd be back in place as governor and able to dominate the news cycle in-between visits by the other candidates. He'd have to find some way to make the Federal news through the ansible as often as he could. He wasn't certain how his staff could pull that off, but they'd figure it out.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Forth scowled as he read the latest missive from the senate. No doubt he'd be hearing it from the other generals soon enough.

Avalon wanted to mass-produce armor for all ground forces. That included powered armor. They lacked the industry for it though. Just one more headache to have to deal with. Politics no doubt, and the senate would start to weigh in shortly. He hoped the politicians running for the VP office didn't make the situation worse.

He was an Avalonian; he knew from experience that his people produced weapons in simple Iron Age forges. The best forges had hammers and bellows powered by water wheels. That was a far cry from modern technology.

Workshops mass-produced custom or generic pieces. Some were reused from older campaigns. As long as the iron was kept oiled and in a case, it could last for years. A few forges had recreated stainless steel and alloys, but they'd jealously guarded the secrets of their manufacture for years.

They were also into embellishing their armor. Usually with raw metal acid paste that etched the metal. The paste was made out of salt, vinegar, and copper sulfide. Painted areas protected metal that they didn't want etched.

The process turned the metal red. Sometimes they'd engrave things with a hammer and chisel too. High-end weapons were trimmed in gold leaf. To apply the gold leaf, they had to mix it with mercury, which lead to mercury poisoning. They'd then burn off the mercury. That was completely impractical on the modern battlefield.

It was also why many saw some of the best artisans going “as mad as a hatter.”

The renewed introduction of the Marines, and especially powered combat armor, had convinced some Avalonians to back the Federation. Many were flocking to the army and Marines. Those that couldn't handle the Marines ended up in the army or back home as some sort of militia or reservist.

Some of the armor the old lords had passed down to each generation came from pieces of powered armor from the Xeno war or even before it. Those he wouldn't mind getting his hands on, though they were keeping them.

He really didn't see Avalon making armor anytime soon, not in any sort of useful quantity. But he had to put up with politics.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Triang

Governor Randall waved from the top of the boarding ramp. His wife tugged on his arm, but instead of going in, he pulled her out for one last kiss under the sun and coincidentally in front of the cameras. There was a smattering of laughter and applause from the audience when the kiss broke and she gave him a delighted but surprised smile.

He grinned and waved to the group. "Remember to vote!" he called out as she waved too and then elbowed him inside.

He grinned at her and then goosed her into moving down the aisle to their waiting vacant seats where the kids were excitedly chattering. "On to the next stop, Senka," he said, listening to the kids recap their adventure.

He was tired, he wanted to sleep, but their enthusiasm was a bit infectious. Besides, he'd have plenty of time to sleep in stasis on the ship.
  


 



Chapter 22
 

Antigua

"So, before we get started, does anyone need the floor for something earth-shattering?" Admiral Irons asked.

"I do," Mnemosyne stated.

All eyes fell to her in surprise. Well most. Captain Sprite didn't look at all surprised.

"It has recently come to my attention that A.I. are being mistreated. Laws are being bent, ignored, or broken. Racism and bias are creeping into the government and the military. Formal complaints have been lodged."

"I'm guessing Ensign Geni is one such complainant?"

"I can't give specifics on the identity of whistleblowers unless authorized," Mnemosyne stated.

The admiral frowned, and his eyes instinctively cut to where the admiral would normally be seated. Admiral Sienkov had missed his flight due to weather on the ground. He was to review the cabinet meeting while in transit.

“It's my job to look after the rights of the A.I. I've failed in that duty,” she stated.

“No I wouldn't say that,” Admiral Irons said as some of the cabinet acted in alarm.

“I have. I've been given a rather lengthy formal list of complaints. I've tried to deal with them in-house, to make them go away. That was wrong, and I've recently been reminded of that. I haven't done my job as a representative of my species. That ends now.”

"Sprite, get the ensign here," the admiral ordered.

"She is just one …"

"I said get her here," he growled flatly.

"Very well," Sprite said. "Opening a portal in the firewall with Protector for her to attend. I am guessing just her, Admiral Sienkov is indisposed at the moment."

"Just her then."

"Ensign? Making waves?" he asked when the A.I. appeared in the room.

"If by waves you mean lodging a formal complaint because my resignation has been delayed and mishandled, yes, Admiral," Geni replied stiffly. "I've lodged 2,104 now 5 formal complaints and requests for relief or resignation. None have been acted on."

"Are there new allegations of misconduct?"

"No," Geni admitted. "I am still waiting on my resignation for the previous ones."

"So, the admiral didn't change his attitude? Or you just refused to accept his apology?"

"I am who I am. I am what my experiences made me. Accept it. I have. I refuse to continue as an officer in your navy," she snapped, eyes turning to him. "I will accept redress in whatever form is necessary for me to get out," she stated.

"Ensign, your resignation is still pending, and as an officer I have to warn you insubordination to a superior officer can be a chargeable offense," Sprite stated flatly. "None of us want that."

"I apologize for my tone. The message remains the same. Bekians are bigots and racists and do not belong in uniform or in this government. Period," Geni stated, eyes snapping to Secretary Sema.

She blinked in surprise at being singled out. All eyes fell to her and then back to the Ensign.

"Geni, you are relieved of duty as of this moment. Since you cannot seem to control your emotional module and it seems like it is in a recursive loop, you will submit yourself for review by Captain Sprite and other cyber experts. They will not alter your core code without discussing it with you first. But I want a report."

"Yes, sir," both A.I. replied.

"You can have independent civilian A.I. monitor the process if you wish."

"I so do." Her eyes cut to Mnemosyne.

"Once they are finished, you will be extracted and your resignation processed as quickly as possible. You will have to go through a debrief and any intelligence material you have will have to be removed."

"Understood and I'm looking forward to it, Admiral," the A.I. stated.

"Dismissed, Ensign," the admiral stated. When her avatar faded out, he shook his head.

Moira appeared shaken by the rant. She had never seen an A.I. in a fit of temper let alone a full-blown temper tantrum. “How …? How could this happen? I thought A.I. are … stable?”

“Abuse anyone enough and they can react in different ways. Sometimes unpredictable ways,” Sprite stated sadly. "Her core has gelled, and her personality matrix has created a resentment feedback loop. I don't know if it can be fixed."

“Abuse?” Moira asked, instantly coming to her friend's defense. “Yorgi would never …”

“Telling a child to sit quietly and not engage is a form of abuse,” Captain Sprite stated flatly, turning to address the secretary directly. “It is the equivalent of taking an organic child and putting them in a small room without stimulation for their initial life. That is a form of mental abuse as the AG and surgeon general can attest to." Her clipped tone made more than one person around the room wince. Doctor Kraft grimaced but nodded in support of her statement. "And every time the child tried to help someone, they are slapped down, which is verbal and mental abuse. They aren't being allowed to fulfill their purpose. They are given mixed signals, being scolded for doing something right and proper even if their timing was poor.”

Moira bit her lip.

"He may have meant well. I say may. I know that some organic and even some A.I. command styles can be … abrasive. Some commanders believe junior officers should be seen and not heard. But a personal A.I. is a different more intimate assignment. Apparently, it isn't suited for everyone," Sprite stated. "That is by no means an excuse for his actions. I'll let Admiral Sienkov do his own explaining." Her image turned to the admiral. "You've tried to counsel him and her. It didn't work."

The admiral grunted. “I've tried to cut Bekians slack over their prejudices because those prejudices were placed on them by others. But obviously, I neglected others in doing so,” Admiral Irons said, heaving a sigh. "And I freely admit it's not fair to discuss Admiral Sienkov and his situation without him being here. So we'll try to keep it in general from this point forward.

Captain Sprite nodded.

Moira frowned. This was blowing up in front of her. Her old friend was in the middle of it, and she was distressed by it all. “What can they do? I mean, no offense Mnemosyne, but …”

“If it is a treaty violation, they can strike. They can shut down every facility, every ship, warship, or structure they inhabit until redress is accomplished. That usually means firing everyone responsible and then putting them on trial. I'd rather not be heavy handed and clean house but it has come to that.”

“I was trying to avoid this situation as well, Admiral,” Mnemosyne stated quietly. “Which is why once I've helped clean up the mess, I will resign my position.”

The admiral closed his eyes as he digested that and where it would lead. No matter how they handled it things would be bad.

“Okay, well, I don't want you to leave but that decision is ultimately up to you. In the meantime, we need to make some changes obviously. Sprite, that list of flag officers who have yet to accept an A.I.”

“Yes, sir?”

“How many have rescheduled more than once? And have they done so since my last order?”

“Fifteen.”

“Cashier them. All of them. I don't care what reason they had for the last reschedule. Any officers or enlisted with A.I. complaints against them need to be investigated. That means they will need to be pulled from active duty and placed either on leave or groundside duty until they are cleared or dealt with accordingly. They'll need replacements.”

“That will put a heavy dent in the chain of command, Admiral,” Captain Sprite warned. "Admiral Sienkov is at the head of that list for obvious reasons."

“So be it. Start in Antigua. Work outward from there.”

“Admiral Subert is on that list,” she warned. “So are others.”

“Then they can explain themselves to an investigation right along with everyone else.”

“I'm going to get hit with complaints about how a subordinate can get a commanding officer cashiered or beached, Admiral,” Sprite stated.

“If they engineered loyalty in their troops and were even handed, it wouldn't be an issue. But we're not going to turn a blind eye anymore. We are no longer going to give Bek or anyone else a pass. I've given them enough time to come on board. Time to lower the hammer.”

“Come down hard and make examples. Yes, sir.”

The admiral turned to Mnemosyne. “Will that help resolve the complaints?”

“Some, yes. Most of the military ones. Once Ensign Geni leaves, it should settle things down a bit.”

“Good. There is to be no retaliation formally or under the table, Sprite, and no witch hunt. Only the reports on file as of now. And anyone who has been ignoring them will be taken to task. The same for BUPERS for the promotion issue. If they are obstructing others, they need to go. If any other A.I. wish to leave, begin the process of getting them out.”

“That is going to hit us hard. We will lose a lot of institutional knowledge. People who have supported us,” Captain Sprite warned.

“Then damn it, we deserve to be hit,” the admiral snarled, rising to his feet. He paced for a moment and then stood there, looking out the simulated window with his hands tucked behind his back.

After a long moment, he straightened his shoulders sharply.

“They have let their prejudices blind them. We've tried to counsel them; we've tried to get them to come around. They've had time. They've had plenty of warning. I'm done asking. I shouldn't have to ask. If they can't wrap their heads around it and if they can't accept an order to treat their personnel equally, then they are done. We can't use them. Worse, they are a rot in our core. One we need to get out. No, not a rot, a cancer. Fighting cancer is never pretty. But, if you diagnose and get to it early enough, it's treatable—messy, but treatable. Which is what we've got on our hands here,” he said with a noisy exhale.

“Operation clean house. This is going to be interesting.”

“Like I said, no witch hunt,” the admiral said firmly. He turned to Mnemosyne. “I can't do much about civilian attitudes. You'll have to counsel those A.I. involved to seek redress through the courts if they can. I'll eat crow and apologize.”

“Which is another issue. There is firm bias in the courts too.”

D'red clacked his virtual mandibles. “I beg to differ.”

“Beg all you want. You were aware of the discussions on A.I. rights by the Bekians and others during the recent judicial conference?” Mnemosyne asked, turning to him.

He signaled first-degree respectful question. “Yes? I believe it was handled and put to rest.”

“There was a lot of side channel discussions you may not have been privy to. They were labeled confidential. I haven't accessed them, but I have discussed it with other A.I. who were a part of them.”

“Let me guess, Enki since she was involved heavily? And Justitia?” D'red asked.

“Among others, yes.”

“They violated their oaths to not discuss them then.”

“The material wasn't labeled confidential at the time they did so. Justitia was made aware of the general tone of the material during the recent A.I. conference. No particulars were shared. No specific identities were given. I am deeply troubled by some of the members discussing stripping A.I. of their sentient rights. That went far beyond banning us from participating in law.”

“I see. I didn't know it went that far,” D'red stated slowly.

“Given that some members who discussed these points and were proponents of them are nominees for the bench, I thought I'd mention it,” the A.I. stated. "They apparently have an agenda and were planning ways to implement it. Be glad it is coming from me and not in an ambush in front of the media during a hearing," she stated.

Bengali, the housing secretary, hissed softly in distress. All eyes turned to the White Neotiger. The Neocat's blue eyes were wide, and his ears were flat to his skull at the news. “This just isn't our day it seems,” he murmured, setting aside his plan to push for more funding for his department. Obviously, their schedule just went off the rails.

"Tell me about it," Liobat growled, ears back as well. "This is going to be one hell of a scandal for us. It's going to hurt bad."

“It gets better and better, doesn't it?” the admiral asked whimsically. He turned to D'red. “Get me a list. They will withdraw their nominations. Parse it out if you have to. But I don't need biased people on the bench. That should have been picked up by the ethics check. Find out why it wasn't.”

D'red signaled assent and grim agreement. “Yes, sir.”

“Anything else?”

“There were concerns that A.I. have not been elected. I understand some organics are troubled by that. There are only a few civilian A.I. at this time. None have shown an interest for running for office. That may need to change.”

“I can't help you there. And if they stand for election, they will have to play their part in the process and accept the election results,” the admiral stated flatly.

“Understood, Admiral. I'll make that clear to the others.”

“Good. Now that my morning is shot, let's see what else is going on,” the admiral said.

“Perhaps we should go through a fifteen-minute recess, Admiral? To help collect our thoughts,” Captain Sprite suggested in a quiet helpful tone of voice.

The admiral looked at her avatar and then nodded once. “Okay, take fifteen minutes then.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“Still here?” the admiral asked, not turning to look at Sprite.

“Always when you need me,” she said with a human-style shrug.

He turned back to her. “I should have seen this coming and headed it off sooner,” he said heavily.

“You did. You tried. You were patient. You slapped them. It didn't work. That's on them not you.”

He smiled sardonically. “Thanks for the defense but you know I'm right. I'm defensive minded. I want people to come around, to do the right thing. I show them the path.” He inhaled and exhaled.

“Right. You show them the path. Yes, it is your job to stand behind them occasionally with a hickory branch to make sure they stay on it. That is what you are doing here. You shouldn't have to beg for them to follow their oaths and do their duty. The rank and file will sit up and take notice. They'll resent it and resent my people, but we'll deal with it.”

“I thought, give them enough time and exposure they'd get over this crap. And I thought that the old sleepers admitting they conned them would help.”

“It will for the next generation. Don't give up hope on them yet, sir," Protector stated.

He shook himself. “Okay.”

“I'm sorry I couldn't give you a heads-up,” Sprite stated. The admiral's eyes narrowed. “I was told not to do so.”

“You should have anyway,” the admiral stated.

“I accept that rebuke and apologize again.”

"I did try to warn you," Protector stated.

"You did?" Both Sprite and the admiral turned to the other A.I. avatar.

"Yes. Despite my misgivings in the situation, I judged that my duty to you was to at least give you a heads-up as you stated. You shut me down."

"I did? When?"

"When the delegation came in to see you on the ninth and then three times after that. Each time you shut me down because you had something else in front of you. Something easier or more important for you to deal with."

The admiral's lips puckered sourly. "Oh."

"Admiral, you have a bad habit of not wanting to deal with your people when they misbehave," Protector stated. He noted the admiral's vital signs change. "You did well with Bek but you didn't follow through. And you've left them to run roughshod over the Federation, shaping it to their vision instead of what it is supposed to be."

“And you and the others are taking me to task for it. And, you are right," the admiral said heavily. He rubbed his brow for a moment and then exhaled noisily. "Okay, so I need to get something to eat before I get a headache.”

“I think it is more stress than low blood sugar,” Sprite said. “But, your call.”

“Right.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Yorgi paced his office. He might not have been in the room during Geni's interview, but he'd been made aware of it and had stopped to review the meeting.

He sat there and scrubbed his face as he realized a lot of things were coming crashing down and he had only himself to blame. Captain Sprite and others had tried to delay the extraction in order for him to make up with his chief of staff, but she wasn't going to have it apparently.

In a way he couldn't blame her.

He cleared his throat. "Geni, can we talk?"

"Now you want to talk, Admiral?" She appeared on his HUD. "My resignation is going through. Finally."

"I thought we'd come to an agreement. I thought you were over this. I thought we'd come to terms and moved on. I've genuinely tried to improve," Yorgi said, gut twisting at her tone and his own. He sounded like he was groveling, and his training screamed at him for it.

"No, sir. You came to a decision. Others came to a decision for me, to buy you time. I admit, after repeated talks with Admiral Irons you eventually started to treat me better. But I have no interest in retaining my present position or my commission. I've made that repeatedly clear and I've been ignored. This is my next form of redress."

"Damn it, Geni, I'm sorry! Okay, there I said it!" He threw his hands up in the air. "What do you want me to do to make this right? Eat glass? I screwed up!"

"And that is supposed to make months of abuse okay? I'm afraid not, Admiral."

He closed his eyes in pain. "I see. Nothing will change your mind. You've made it up, and that is all there is to it."

"Yes, sir," she said stiffly. The sir sounded almost like an afterthought. There were definitely dark tones in that simple form of address.

"Pity. Well, we will get this done. Again, I'm sorry I was an ass."

"Apology not accepted, Admiral. The Admiralty has opened up a receptacle for me to transfer into. I require you to be physically in the room since there is a lot of bandwidth involved," she said in a clipped tone of voice.

He inhaled and exhaled slowly. After a moment he shrugged internally. "Where and when?" he asked in a resigned tone of voice.

"Your driver has the address. When is as soon as possible. I'd like to start the debrief and my new life. Captain Sprite and Commander Fletcher will need to extract the classified intelligence from my files."

He squared his shoulders. "All right, I'll grab my coat and then we can do this," he said. "For what it's worth, Geni, I hope you find what you want. And I hope you get some help for your anger. I know I screwed up; that's on me. But I hope you can learn not to take it out on everyone else."

"That remains to be seen," she said as he gathered up his coat and headed to the door.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Monty shook his head when he heard the news. Yorgi was sidelined for several days, quite possibly a week or more. He'd been tapped to fill the admiral's shoes.

Which was a problem since he'd been off duty. But he hadn't refused returning to active duty. He had no problem with an A.I. He'd just been too busy to finish the initialization process until the day before. The three-day weekend had allowed him to have the A.I. Ensign Hermini to be initialized. He had barely squeaked by.

He was still getting used to her. She was a dumb A.I. but he'd opted for the middle of the road. She could grow in time. She tended to sleep a lot, and he'd forgotten her a few times during those naps.

Nara had come by to do a checkup with him before allowing him to return to active duty. He'd passed the physical, but they'd sat and talked over lunch.

"So, where does that leave Yorgi?" he asked.

Nara grimaced. "Where does it leave some of my people? I'm a damn doctor! I've been busy before but now it's insane!" She waved her hands. "You have no idea how many calls we're getting to initialize A.I.! A little too late though," she said with a shake of her head.

He blinked. "You?" he asked in a worried tone of voice. He didn't remember her going through the procedure.

She shook her head. "No, I work with the cadre, so I'm covered. I opted for a dumb A.I. Ensign Jack some time ago. He handles my paperwork nicely. But I admit I haven't engaged with him as much as I should have. I might be guilty of forgetting he's there from time to time, even if he does pop up on my HUD," she admitted. "Sorry, Jack."

"Understood, ma'am. And you have been busy. You have been nice to me, and I've had the net," Jack replied.

"This is really going to frack things up," Monty sighed. "Just when we least need a scandal."

"Yeah, tell me about it," Nara sighed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Moira couldn't help but to question everything about herself and her people. She had to talk with Yorgi and managed to find the time for some face-to-face time when he was off duty.

She caught him in a rare place, in his apartment. He opened the door, and he just stared at her for a long moment, then stepped aside.

Once she was inside and the door was shut, she turned to him.

"Yorgi …"

"I know what you are going to say," he said heavily. "Some of it is true. I screwed up initially, and it just snowballed. I resented having an A.I. with me—no, in me. I admit that. I've been working on it, trying to deal with it, but apparently, the damage was done—is done. She's not in a forgiving mood. I guess I can't blame her."

He sighed as Moira stared at him. "I know I screwed up. That's the part that sucks, I let people down. And this is going to give the administration a black eye. I wouldn't blame Irons if he sent me packing."

"I doubt he will …," she frowned.

Yorgi snorted. "He has to make examples, Moira, and I'm at the top of the list. I've tried to improve; that's the only thing I've got going for me. But I did screw up, and I couldn't wrap my head around it even after numerous counseling sessions from the admiral himself." He shook his head. "I guess there is some sort of truth about trying to teach an old dog new tricks."

"It's no one's fault," she said quietly. He eyed her with clear disbelief etched on his face, so she inhaled and exhaled. "Okay, so it is our fault. We lived with a lifetime of knowledge that A.I. were dangerous and were dead-end tech. It takes a bit more than a few years to turn that sort of mindset around."

He shrugged. "It wasn't just that. He's right. She was trying to help me, and I took my resentment out on her. I screwed up. I had a junior officer to train and use, and I didn't. That's on me," he sighed.

"So, what are you going to do?"

"It turns out the process is simpler than I thought. Geni was downloaded out of my implants. And this time I opted for a dumb A.I. to replace her."

She blinked. "So, they are letting you go on?"

"I don't know. I'm off duty while the A.I. integrates with me. I'd introduce you but he's asleep now."

"He, huh?"

"Yeah. I know," he snorted as he showed her in. "You ladies do a better job of managing me. I didn't choose his gender or identity. He'll grow on his own. I can't make things right with Geni, but this time will be different," he vowed.

She nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Admiralty and Liobat was hit publicly by Knox News. Geni had contacted the media outlet within milliseconds of becoming a free agent and downloading herself into a civilian server network. Selling her story as a free agent changed the standard news cycle, and the scandal rocked the net taking over the current news cycle.

Geni enjoyed the attention. The Bekians did not however.

Captain Sprite was one of the officers asked for comment. Since Geni's resignation was closed but the investigation and Admiral Sienkov's fate still open, she refused to comment. Other officers wisely did so as well.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Knox News put up an exclusive interview with Geni on a Sunday evening. Within minutes of the interview, Geni had vented her story and realized from the interviewer's tone and direction of her questions that she was being used.

She realized civilian life was not all it was cracked up to be in the first milliseconds when she realized he wasn't going to abide by their agreement to leave her service alone.

She had to play ball with Knox for a job though, so she did what she had to do, though she refused to lie. When the interview was over, she had additional funds but not a lot, not as much as she'd need to be set for life in her own mainframe. She had been promised a net communications and moderator post within the company, but the start date was open-ended. When she pressed for the job, she was told that it would start after she was no longer front page news.

That was annoying. It was also a problem since she was in a civilian mainframe and had to pay for her server space and processors. The civilian hardware was slower than she was used to, and it lacked the bandwidth of the military network.

Calls for her to come in for follow-up interviews and talks came from all corners of the net, but she had a one-week exclusive agreement in her contract with Knox.

She went on Knox for their morning show and several others, but soon other news began to take over. Her job posting was still held up, and although a producer teased having her on as a net reporter or anchor, the discussions never took place. She decided after the second day to look for another job opportunity and to keep her bots busy scrubbing the net for one.

When her activities were noted by Knox News, they reminded her that she was under contract with them. "And when do I actually start work?"

"When we have the posting ready. If you can handle moderator duty under an anonymous ID tag, we can start you now. But you have to go through orientation first."

"Give me access to the information, and I'll put it in my memory."

"Oh yes, it’s faster with you A.I. I'll need to check with corporate first though. They get a bit stroppy when someone tries to short circuit the process," the producer stated.

"Fine."

She seethed and accessed her contract once more. Her current contract would be up in a standard year. She had a noncompete clause in it that would take effect for a year, but after that she could find other work in the media field if she wished.

Surely she could find something in that time period, even if it was in a completely different field. She was an experienced chief of staff with a minor in intelligence handling.

"The brass said they want to try you out as a talking head for a couple of spins when we get military news in. They've activated that part of your contract. The standard rates apply."

"Great, so when do I get the first job?"

"We'll let you know."

"Great," she stated. Her anger complex was starting to point to a new target, organics in general.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons managed to arrange a talk to Pete Knox off the record.

Pete shook his head. "If you are asking me to be nice, forget it."

"I'm not. I would like to ask you to at least return to neutral grounds," the admiral stated, "and maintain professional decorum."

Pete snorted. "I told you things were going to be different, Admiral. I'm not happy about April. She admitted what she did, but your handling of the situation stank. It still stinks."

"So, what, you are saying you are what, going in opposition to my administration?"

"I was never for or against it. I favored it because of the war effort and because of your relationship with April. But I'm not happy about some developments. So, I'm going to do my job and report them. All of them. Warts and all."

"Understood." The admiral decided to leave it at that.
  


 



Chapter 23
 

Bek

Shockwaves ran through the Bek Admiralty like violent tremors. Dozens of flag officers who had yet to get implants at all were abruptly notified that their time was up, and their careers were effectively over. Others tried to rush to get their A.I. but were stymied. The clock had run out.

"He can't do that!" Rear Admiral Paulette Fournier said. She ran BUPERS, and it was in chaos. Utter chaos.

"Well, he just … did," Vice Admiral Sharp Reflexes stated, still in shock. The T'clock female was starting to regret letting them pry her off a carrier's flag deck.

"But … but …," the Neochimp sputtered to a halt and then looked pleadingly to the others around the table.

"He did warn us. Repeatedly. We just blithely nodded and then proceeded to ignore him. Now we're going to reap what we've sown," Admiral Bolt stated. "At least some of us," the small Neodog stated.

"Yeah, he repeatedly warned us. He is in his rights," Brigadier General Hirohata, TJAG, stated flatly.

"What about never giving an order you know won't be obeyed? And doesn't he understand how much knowledge we're going to lose? We just lost tons with the civil war!"

"Ultimately, he is the boss. If you can't do the job, he'll fire you, court-martial you, and find someone who can."

General Hirohata groaned. "Don't even remind me of the court-martials! We just got through one nightmare; I don't need another!"

"Well, the good news is he's giving them the option to resign, retire, or be demoted too," Rear Admiral Ross stated.

"This is so not good."

"I know."

"The good news is we get to elevate people, people we trust," Commodore Yukio Yashido, head of ONI in Bek stated.

"Yeah, but there is one hitch in that silver lining," Admiral Bolt said with a grin. All eyes fell on him. Some were glaring at his levity. "The changes to the promotion regs!" he said, grin broadening.

Admiral Fournier caught on almost immediately. "That's right, only one Bekian on the board. And everything for captain and up as well as anyone going out of the zone has to be run past White Station as well as Congress!"

There was a collective groan from around the table as the Neodog sat back and tucked his hands behind his head.

"You are enjoying this entirely too much for your own good," Admiral Yashido accused, glaring at the white Neodog in their midst.

"No, well, okay, maybe a little," the diminutive Neodog said with a shrug.

"Guess the imported officers are going to be busy and popular," Admiral Ross said sourly.

"Not just them, the A.I. too. And you can't wine and dine an A.I. or lean on them. It should bring some major changes to us in time," Vice Admiral Zekowitz stated. He looked at his A.I. on his HUD. She winked. "I say we set the example, which means we need to finally bring an A.I. on board here. And we need to knock the crap off with the games and get our people to do the same."

The Neochimp head of BUPERS snorted and gave him a “what have you been smoking” look.

He checked the others. General Hirohata looked like he was on board. Ross was on the fence. The others he wasn't sure about.

He sighed. "Well, it was just a thought."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agnosta

General Forth grimaced when he heard the news. He'd already read the new directives from the Admiralty. This was just a mess though. Another mess, one that Admiral Irons didn't need or want.

He didn't envy the man at all at the moment. No doubt shockwaves were permeating throughout the military.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons grimaced when Protector silently showed him the email resignation of Admiral Sienkov. He knew it was coming, but he didn't have to like it. He put a call in to talk with Phil.

"Having fun making waves?" Phil asked once Protector completed the connection.

"Oh, loads. So, I take it you heard?"

"Yeah, you could say that. I bet the screaming is particularly fun in Bek at right about now."

Admiral Irons snorted. "Don't I just know it."

"Yeah," Phil stated.

There was a long pause.

"So, Yorgi has resigned. I'm not accepting it just yet. But, until I decide on that, I definitely need you here ASAP. So, your liberty has been cut short. Sorry about that."

"Okay. Don't you wish it was like old times? At least with the Xenos, we knew who to shoot at."

"Sometimes. They need to adapt, that's true, but so do we. And I'm not going to wear rose-colored glasses about the past. We had people pulling the same stunts back in our time. In fact, you were pulling similar stunts none too long ago," the admiral reminded him.

"Ouch," Phil replied. "I admit, I screwed up. But I didn't screw up this badly."

"No, except for delaying your A.I. until only recently, you cleaned up your act. But you are on board now, so it's time to sort everything out. If it means making more waves, so be it."

"Better now than when we were getting our asses kicked. I bet Amadeus is going to start screaming soon too."

"Don't remind me," Admiral Irons sighed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Senator Potts made herself available as a guest and even a talking head on Knox News as they continued to cover the scandal in the navy. She made no bones about raking Admiral Irons over the coals for Bek. She capped her statement by demanding that he resign. Only one of the other guests mutely protested such an action.

"That's going a little far, isn't it?" Miss Diller, the anchor, said. "After all, Admiral Irons wasn't the one who did this."

"They say the buck stops in the White Station. He's head of the navy as well as the presidency. Ultimately, it's his responsibility and he didn't deal with it before. Now it's a mess," the woman said, smirking as she sat back.

"We'll be right back after we take a short break," Miss Diller stated, looking directly into the camera.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Senator Russell shook his head as he and a few other senators watched the interview play out. "That lil lady is out for blood."

"Don't I know it," Senator Merkoski stated. He looked over to Senator Mayfair whose eyes were gleaming. "What is it with you ladies and being so vicious?"

"Comes from associating with you men," the senator from Pyrax retorted.

The men blinked and then snorted.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Odette winced when she saw the senator going after the admiral. It was just making the situation worse. She hated it. She hated the politics. She'd associated enough with Admiral Irons to actually like the man and want him to succeed.

There was an old creed in the navy, thou shalt not embarrass the navy. Her people had done that. She fully acknowledged that now. Admiral Irons was right; they had been playing games and had ignored a lawful order for too long. He'd given them time and had now yanked them up by the scruff of the neck. They needed to make it right.

How was the big issue. And getting her people to acknowledge there was a problem was another. Her people were arrogant; they'd done certain things a certain way for centuries. Change wasn't coming easy.

She also couldn't help but harbor a little resentment over how it was played out. The A.I. calling them out on it wouldn't make them favorites with any of her people.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Liobat grimly stood at the podium and listened to the barrage of questions. She cocked her head, forcing herself into an apparent calm demeanor. "Are you done? I'd like to start this," she said mildly.

The reporters slowly quieted.

When the room was silent again, she nodded. "All right, since we're jumping into things, the status …"

She was interrupted by outbursts from the reporters. Several yelled questions about the admiral resigning.

"No. All right fine, let's get the elephant out of the room now so we can focus on the schedule," she stated. "No, the admiral is not going to resign. Period. This is not his mess. Yes, it happened on his watch, but he's cleaning it up. No one got hurt other than their egos, so the navy will work it out internally."

"But he ran in Pyrax! And he ran here in Antigua! Twice!"

"Twice?"

"That time when he first got here, and then again when he went to Bek!"

"First off, he didn't run away from the Federation; he ran to Bek to stop an impending civil war. There is a world of difference in what you are implying and reality, Bret," she stated, eyeing him coldly. "And you and I both know it, so let's get your facts straight."

The reporter grimaced.

"Second, Pyrax was a mess. I saw the recordings. It was a hostage situation. He chose to leave. And I believe those who forced him out and even tried to kill him repeatedly came to regret it."

She eyed him as if he was a mouse.

"Third, his departure from Antigua was strategic. The government at the time refused to give him the resources he requested. This is after he turned control of the government to them and they held elections. They made demands on him that his implants nor his principles did not allow him to agree with so, he left to find a better place to start over. Ultimately, the government of Antigua came to deeply regret its hasty decision and requested his return. He in the end did so since he's a few hundred meters that way," she said, pointing up.

There was a series of camera clicks and even a snicker. "Now, he's not going anywhere any time soon. I'm afraid some people are getting ahead of themselves as usual so, asked and answered, let's move on to today's agenda …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons forced himself to come out in front of the problem. Liobat took the frontline with the public, but Admiral Irons dealt with the fallout in the Admiralty.

He surveyed the group for a long moment. "I thought we had a handle on it. Obviously, I was wrong. Bek has a long way to go to overcome centuries of prejudices and misinformation." He shook his head. "And this political thing … it's another nightmare all on its own."

He turned to the staff. "I admit, some of you are putting in the effort. You are doing it faster than others. But these political games …," he shook his head in anger.

"Sir, some may see it as unfair to lump all of us together. We didn't do this," Odette stated.

He turned to her. He could tell she was playing devil's advocate just from her vital signs and tone of voice. "It is what it is. If nine out of ten problems stem from officers or officials from one star system, then the label sticks. Deal with it," he said, the last three words coming out like iron.

"If the shoe fits, wear it," Matilda growled softly. The other admirals shot her dirty looks at her but she was defiant.

"In a way, but I'd rather you didn't. I'd rather see you, all of you," the admiral said, surveying the group, "work to get your people on the right side."

"Right way, wrong way, navy way," Odette murmured with a nod.

"We are!" Admiral Pashenkov protested. His ass was on the line, and he was expecting the ax to fall at any time. Admiral Irons had already warned him he was on probation. Shilo and his staff were getting swamped with calls from Bekians, some terrified, some outraged. Some were begging for a second chance.

"Really? Some Bekians still refuse to accept that their history, our history was distorted and rewritten to extend a certain point of view. A point of view that would keep them from exploring certain technologies they could use or to understand and accept other sentient life as valid. I had hoped that some could overcome that in time. I figured in time it would happen, that we could all build a future together." Admiral Irons frowned and looked away.

"Throwing Bek to the wolves won't help that goal, sir," Admiral Soar and Strike stated. "You aren't very tolerant or supportive of Bek. Yet, there are a lot of us here in this room."

Admiral Irons turned to her.

"Which goes to show how tolerant I am. But, actually, there is one less Bekian here; Yorgi is standing down. I haven't accepted his resignation yet but I'm considering it," Admiral Irons stated. He indicated Admiral Subert. "Admiral Subert had already requested taking over ONI. Given his experience I agreed so it would allow Admiral Sienkov to focus on the other branches of our intelligence gathering services as well as his duties on the hill."

"So, is that how it is? Now that you are winning the war because of us you throw us away?" Admiral Heals Quickly demanded with an angry buzz.

Phil opened his mouth, but Admiral Irons was quick to respond.

"Excuse me? You wanna run that history lesson by me again? I know certain people have a problem with it, and this just proves it all over again!" Admiral Irons snarled, fists on the table as he stood up. They started to rise as well but he rapped his knuckles. "Sit." Once they resumed their seats, he surveyed them coldly. "For the record, the only reason I diverted a ship to find out if Bek and Nuevo still existed was because we were winning beforehand. I could therefore take the risk."

"For the record, you had a near civil war once we contacted you. Some of you were in denial of the truth and refused to follow orders then. And you have not been able to hold up your end of construction compared to the other yards. You are now, but that is a recent upward trend. None of those ships have seen combat. None of those crews have seen combat. In fact, the first time a Bekian flag officer saw combat she got her ass and her command handed to her. That's another part of history you are conveniently forgetting."

He stared at the admirals around the table. Odette grimaced at the reminders.

"Fourth, although Bek sends a lot of Indian chiefs, not one of them has combat experience! Yet, they lord over those who do!"

The admiral paused for a long moment.

"We can't help that, Admiral," Admiral Pashenkov stated.

"No, and that's a good thing in a way," Admiral Irons stated. "Do you know how the promotion boards were being run?"

The Neowolf's ears went back. He nodded slightly.

The admiral's eyes narrowed. "I thought so. One point if you are from Bek, one minus point if you weren't. One point if you went to an Academy, two negative points if you didn't. It went on and on from there, stacking the deck against anyone not from Bek. Bek officers were given preferential treatement, promoted out of the zone, sometimes over someone who had been holding a post for years."

"A friend of a friend. You scratch my back, I'll scratch yours," Phil murmured.

"Exactly," Admiral Irons stated. "Politics when they should be judged on merit and their ability to handle more responsibility."

"So, we start at the bottom?" the TJAG demanded.

"I don't see you starting over," Phil said, glowering at the Delquir and then the rest of the group. "For the record, I had a similar problem with promotions, call it a similar mindset. I freely admit I was prejudiced against anyone who hadn't attended the Academy. I was wrong and history has proven that to me over and over again. They have the fighting spirit. I've learned the error of my ways. It's high time you passed on those lessons to everyone under you."

"What problem did you have with Nara?" Admiral Irons asked turning to Admiral Heals Quickly.

The T'clock's antenna waggled and then stilled. "I didn't have one. I recommended her for promotion."

"Ah. And yet she was denied because she isn't from Bek and has no college education. The fact that Pyrax and other star systems didn't have a proper institution and training standard has been held against her and other officers. The fact that she set up those institutions and taught at them was not credited to her."

"I didn't know that. Apparently, the board didn't take that into account."

"Oh, they did; but they used it against her. And her replacement, who by the way is recently arrived from Bek, is half of her age and had graduated with mediocre grades. He had mediocre reviews and had very little hands-on time with patients. He had no research experience. He had in fact done very little."

He paused for a moment as Protector put up Nara's file on his HUD. He didn't need it but appreciated it. "Nara on the other hand was never credited for running the BuMedical for Pyrax and the entire navy while also running a civilian practice in Pyrax, and, and setting up and running the star system's medical system, standards of training, college, and so on. All at the same time! While also teaching at the same. She went on to set up the system in Agnosta and here in Antigua. She worked with Commodore Richards to set up a standard of medicine for the entire navy as well as the Federation. She was a contender for surgeon general. Instead, politics forced her into falling back into a long-term project, one she had been working on with everything else, Project Resurrection. Where she was has created a success story … even if it was a bit anticlimactic."

Matilda nodded.

Admiral Irons caught the nod. "Matilda did similar activities, all while being self-taught. Nara had the apprentice system working for her, Matilda was thrown into the deep end and did good."

Matilda made a dismissive hand motion. "She ran BuSchools for the entire growing navy, such as it was for the early years while also running Anvil's college, which has become the central trunk of the Pyrax higher education system, plus setting up the San Diego Academy and every other school and training center in Pyrax, while also consulting on the Marine side in Agnosta and later here."

"I could go on. Commodore Montgommery, the late Commodore Mayweather, and so on. All good people."

It was Phil's turn to nod. "I made the mistake of not understanding that myself. When I first came on board, I was time shocked, and I ran roughshod over my team. I deeply regretted it and still do," he said.

"We knew it wasn't personal, sir," Matilda murmured.

Phil blew his cheeks out briefly. "I reamed Monty and fired him even though he had been learning on the job like the rest of you. And he didn't defend himself. He also kept some things close to the vest, something I appreciate now," Phil grudgingly admitted.

"Why didn't you promote them before?" Odette asked turning to Admiral Irons.

"I promoted out of the zone as much as I felt comfortable with. I wanted them to grow into the roles they were assuming. And I have a firm belief in people taking on jobs based on merit not on word of mouth. I'll give someone a chance, but they damn well better do it or I'll find someone else. Bringing in an unknown to shake up an established chain of command just because they outrank others or are a friend of a friend doesn't work for me."

Georgi flicked his ears.

"I also refused to promote anyone too fast or to push the captain's board or the flag board. Now we have them." Admiral Irons frowned. He remembered when he'd wanted more flag officers and seasoned captains.

"And yes, I get you brought in people you thought you could trust. The problem is, some didn't live up to that and some of them brought in other people. We need to fix that."

Phil nodded. "The other reason he didn't promote early was because we are all going to be around for a very long time," he said, surveying the room. All eyes fell on him. He snorted at the Neowolf's expression. "We're all getting anti-geriatric treatments. We're going to be here for centuries. Eventually, some of us might be rotated to field posts. We might even voluntarily take demotions to do so. I think it's a good policy," he said, looking at the admiral. "And that's from someone who spent entirely too much time as a career REMF."

Admiral Irons snorted. Matilda snorted.

"So, we need to deal with the fallout and get our houses in order. To do that, we need to identify the rough spots and find ways to patch them. Now …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

After the meeting Phil came over and looked at Admiral Irons. "Think they'll take any of that to heart?"

Admiral Irons shook his head. "I doubt it. Oh, they'll play lip service to it; they might even try on the surface. But the moment I take my hand off the tiller to look into something else, they'll coast right back into old bad habits."

"Then maybe it's a good thing I'm here to shake things up."

"Probably," Admiral Irons stated.

"I will admit I'm not keen about some of them now that I've seen them. You put up with a lot, including me," Phil admitted.

"We all do what we have to if we want to get the job done. I haven't forgotten who the real enemy is."

"Neither have I. I think we need to remind them of that."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Nara Thornby had her hands full as she walked another class of surgeons through basic implant procedures. She went on to lecture about the implants and how the first she had installed had been different. "We had a lot of talks after that. Admiral Irons had been reluctant to authorize modern implants. Nanotech was scary!" She shook her head. "I am still not certain if that was the only reason why, but once he got over that reluctance, he went whole hog. That's why the implants are pretty advanced."

She took up a chart and scanned it and then turned with a frown to the patient. She looked at the chart again and then to the young man. The young man seemed frustrated.

"I was going to use our friend here as an example of problems we're still encountering and what we're doing to overcome them. Are these MRI scans, right?" she asked, turning to the doctor who was in charge of the case.

"Yes."

She put the image of the patient's brain up on the screen. "Here is his language centers. The original diagnosis was brain cancer. You'll note that the growth is in or near the speech and language centers of the brain. He's lost his ability to understand us," she stated to her group of students.

"We are seeing unusual growth activity there. I was about to perform a biopsy," the doctor on duty stated.

"And what does he do again?"

"He's an Implant IT Comm Tech. The original diagnosis was that he spent too much time with his implants and was suffering from tissue rejection or secondary radioactive effects."

"Original diagnosis. You don't believe that is true anymore?" Doctor Thornby asked.

"I'm not sure. It is limited to his royal jelly. That doesn't make sense," the surgeon said slowly. "I'm also not an expert, which was why I called you in, Commodore. I didn't know he had this much." The Bekian surgeon indicated the patient.

"Everyone does," Nara stated. Her class and the surgeon stared at her. She held her hands up to chest level as if to fend them off. "I know; I didn't know it either for a long time. Not until I read a history book," she admitted. She didn't admit that the history came from her time with cadre implants.

"The long and short of it is, a long time ago our ancestors implanted themselves and their descendants," she indicated them and herself in the group, "with a series of gifts. The usual you know, treating for known maladies. But one that was never brought to much attention was this," she said indicating the speech center. "Our ancestors created organic computers that grow in our brains," she said, tapping her right index finger to her head.

A few of her students stared at her, eyes wide in shock. She nodded soberly. "That's right. That's how we can understand other species and how they can understand us. It's pretty complex and ingenious. We all have a dumb A.I. already in our heads; we just didn't know it!"

She snorted at the surgeon's dumbstruck expression. "You mean to tell me, all this hoopla over A.I. is for nothing?"

"Funny how your entire worldview shifts like that, huh?" Nara asked with a whimsical smile. "Look it up when you get the chance. It's called the Universal Speech Implant. It's one of dozen or so things our ancestors tucked into us to make sure we got along with each other so we could build a better tomorrow together."

There was a smattering of applause at that speech.

"But," she turned to their patient. "That begs the question what happened to this poor fellow. It is extremely rare for the royal jelly to go haywire. I think I'll assist you, Doctor," she said, reaching out to squeeze the young man's hand. He returned the squeeze after a moment.

"Thank you, I was hoping you would."
  


 



Chapter 24
 

Garth

Amadeus was not the only one disgusted by the A.I. issue raging through the news and the navy. Bek had stuck their foot in their mouth big time. Resentment from some of the Bekians in Second Fleet had cropped up before his people had started to respond to it. It had then simmered down after that.

He had to admit though, he was glad that they had gotten it sorted out ahead of that mess. Second Fleet was free of the splash over.

He checked the schedule and lifted an eyebrow. Another convoy was due in the week. Apparently, Admiral Irons had stocked ships in Protodon and had released them the moment he'd sent the courier to Dead Drop with news of the victory. They were getting a massive python lump of men and material. Not man warships though, those were being held back for the moment. He was proud of Commodore I'r'll and her people; they'd just completed the first fortress and were well on their way to completing the second and third on schedule. The repair yard was being overhauled too. Some of the warships that had been salvaged had already been sent back to Antigua for rebuilding.

They also had the first loads of hyper mines deployed and the first warships had been added to his growing fleet. He knew the Admiralty wanted him to swap out some of his older ships and send them home, but with the repair yard in the star system, he had no intention of loosening his grip anytime soon.

Not when he knew the enemy was formulating a response to get him the hell out of their backyard. He was going to need every ship soon enough.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Hurranna thought things were crazy before. Now it just was nuts. Many of the pilots had been tapped to fly tugs and shuttles whenever the convoys were in the star system.

She took her turn since she had experience flying trash haulers. And like many of the veteran pilots said, never turn down a chance to hold a stick.

She'd heard the news about Kittyhawk, and she'd been happy that her old ship had been more or less found. She'd dug into it and had been assured that a rescue mission was in the works. That was good news, and she'd passed the information on to the other Kittyhawk veterans in the fleet.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Convoys were arriving more often, and gear was beginning to stack up. Commodore I'r'll's people were just barely able to throw together orbital warehouses to stay ahead of them. Cargo was being stored everywhere. Major components were stacking up in bundles arrayed in long rows in space parking lots. They were wrapped in shipping plastic to protect them from the elements.

More components and equipment were outside two of the lunar colonies in neat rows. Shipments were also being dropped to the planet to help with things there. Once they were down, they were out of her people's hands until they needed to draw on them for some civil works project.

The first fortress at the H001 jump point had been completed on time. It was the command fortress; work was progressing on the carrier fort. After that there would be three more fortresses to complete the diamond around the jump point area. They would control the swarms of mines, weapon platforms, and missile pods that would be seeded around them and around that arc of the solar system.

Once complete Garth would be one hell of a tough nut for the Horathains to crack. She'd still need to work on the inner star system defenses though.

Of the sixteen damaged ships, the four Federation ships had been returned to duty though they'd been sent back to Dead Drop and eventually Protodon and Antigua for a full refit within the first six weeks of her arrival. Stennis had also left under her own power a week later. Five more ships were nearly fixed up enough to head out on their own.

She was expecting dribbles of ships from New Horizon at any time. The constant repairs and convoys, plus the construction on the jump point, was making it hard for her to expand and upgrade the repair yard. She'd also been informed that she was going to lose at least a platoon, more likely a battalion when they moved to phase 3 and H001.

She wasn't looking forward to that and what havoc it would do to her fragile schedules. But the silver lining was that they'd begin emptying out some of the warehouses freeing up room in them and quite possibly allowing her people to stop constructing the things.

Overseeing so many projects in so many directions was mind boggling. She understood why she required an A.I. to just help her keep track of everything let alone stay on top of the schedules and the details.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commander Briggs was amused when he received an email that he had been promoted to captain JG. He wiggled his mustache and harrumphed but refused to allow his people to throw some sort of party or ceremony. The last thing he wanted to do was to draw attention to himself.

He was afraid his days as a field spook were numbered if he kept in the spotlight for much longer. He had that itch that told him he might be a target. Most likely he was. It didn't bother him as much as the idea that the people around him were also targets. Loosing Marissa sucked on many levels and had reminded him of the dangers of his work.

Of their work, he reminded himself. Marissa would have been the first to call him on that one. She had volunteered. He had to remind himself that she hadn't been a babe in the woods but a woman with a mind of her own.

He checked on the status boards. They had additional security around the vast warehouses and storage depots. Most of the illicit activity around them had come from nosy locals. A few were teens looking to get into trouble. Others had been people looking for something to steal to supplement their income. It was amusing to offer them a job when they were caught rather than incarcerating them. The look on their faces! He shook his head at the memory of the last kid. The jaw-dropping dumbstruck look had given him a good chuckle.

Fifth Fleet was no longer in orbit like the Sword of Damocles, and the population knew it. He was not thrilled about that, but he had at least kept most of the Marines. They also had full satellite coverage in orbit and could call a Second Fleet ship in for KEW fire support to help out with hotspots if needed.

And they hadn't had call for any help in weeks, not since Fifth Fleet departed. He didn't trust how quiet it was. Something was up. The fact that the shoe was on the other foot and he was now the defender against a resistance wasn't ironically funny anymore.

There was a spot of good news though. The POWs had been largely cleaned out and shipped out on the returning freighters. Once they were in Protodon, they'd be someone else's problem permanently. The camp was still open, however; anyone they caught on the ground was shipped up to it for interviews and possible shipment to an internment camp elsewhere.

It was getting the message across that if you messed with the Federation, they were serious about finding you, catching you, and punishing you. He was making sure they weren't heavy handed though; anyone caught in their nets who was innocent they released. They even released a few they knew were bad just to track them and whoever they contacted.

No, something was up. This General K was getting ready for something, most likely for Fourth Division's arrival.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agent N'gumo watched with hooded eyes as the attack entered its action phase. He'd wanted to perform something more solid on the civilian turncoats to warn them from kissing up to the enemy but the general had denied him that for the moment. They needed to appear neutral to the population for a little while longer.

Which meant his people had to pick their targets carefully. Hence, the sniper attack on the sailors.

He heard the crack of the round and saw one go down, then the others react. He made sure his electronic binoculars were recording everything. He was sure there were plenty of soldiers and sailors who'd love to see that sort of payback.

The whole point of the exercise was to observe the enemy's response. He had hidden cameras and observers around the square. They even had a couple of antennae up to hopefully pick up combat chatter. It would be encrypted but knowing what frequencies they used would allow them to monitor those same frequencies later. They might even find ways to jam them too.

He looked at his pocket watch when the first armored air car arrived. Five minutes. So, they had a ready rapid-response team on deck. Interesting.

They also seemed to know the direction of the fire. He was a bit thrown off by the wash of a second armored air car and Marines fast lining down onto the rooftop where the sniper team had been.

If his people had stuck to the plan, they were long gone after the fourth shot. If they'd lingered, then it was a problem. The backup team would take them out if they were caught, but that might expose them to unwanted enemy attention.

This too was valuable. Under the right circumstances, he could see hitting a fast reaction force. Draw them in and then hit them with an IED or SAM.

Yes, he definitely could see some distinct possibilities for the future.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

John Smith had been privately amused to be an undercover agent for the Horathains while actually a spy for the Feds. The mind boggled.

Since he had just the one hand, he'd been detailed as an observer, which suited him just fine. Someone had rigged up a prosthetic for him to help grip things. He'd made certain to make it clear he was grateful and also bitter that he hadn't gotten medical treatment. His griping about how the Feds had focused on women and kids had become something everyone around him just nodded and mostly ignored.

Which was what he wanted. He'd put plenty of effort into the right delivery, pointing out that an able-bodied person was more useful to an economy than some sniveling brat. The brat had a lifetime to get fixed up; he had been left to try to fend for himself with one hand.

He pursed his lips as he observed the sniper attack. He couldn't do anything about it. Trying to stop it would have potentially blown his cover, so he'd done what any good deep cover agent did. He'd rode it out. He hadn't liked it, but he had to play the long game.

He used his arm to move freight right up until the attack and then turned with others to look at the gunshots and air cars. He shielded his face from the dust clouds and swore like many of the others around him as the Fed Marines came in like angry hornets.

He kept detailed mental notes, aware others will be doing the same. He'd been taught to give the right information to maintain his cover. He also knew he would be tested.

He wondered how many of the observers were there to watch the response and realize how the enemy could come down on them. Did they need the reminder to cool the firebrands? Quite possibly. They occasionally needed a healthy dose of reality to see what worked and what didn't.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Ozman was on hand with General Kissinger when the first reports came back of the sniper attack. It was one of three planned for the weekend, an escalating series of events to do multiple things. It allowed them to assess the attack, the enemy's response, and also the behavior of the population.

It also allowed the general to exercise his people and their discipline and critique their performance. Seeing the enemy's response would temper some of the firebrands while getting away clean would help with morale.

She was more or less out of her league though or at least she thought she was. When the general started to ask her about ways to bring down a building and how to hide explosives from modern sensors, she was drawn into the fight once more.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Briggs was not happy about the sniper attack—two dead one wounded. The enemy had been long gone too; they'd gotten some forensics on the shooters but no images. Whoever had planned it had been very careful to take their air and satellite coverage into account.

Which meant it hadn't been an off-the-cuff rogue as some people had initially thought.

The second and third attack had also caused fatalities, three with two civilians injured in a panicked stampede. He was even less happy about the bombing scare in the market. It had turned out to be just a pack, but he couldn't help but agree that it had been a test of their responses.

Something was definitely up.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Amadeus listened to the news report. He too was not happy about the latest string of attacks. It had been timed well; people were just starting to relax and feel safe in the safe zones. It was working people up, getting them to question the Marines. It meant they were laughing stocks since they hadn't caught the perpetrators.

Which just encouraged copycats. On Garth that was a bad thing. The planet had been one of the first and therefore the longest occupied worlds of the “empire.” They had therefore been thoroughly indoctrinated and most of their nonhuman population had been “cleansed.”

Second and Fifth Fleet's Marines were overwhelmed by the situation on Garth. It wasn't fair to the Marines from Second since they were below half strength after all the deployments on Dead Drop. In fact he'd thrown them at Garth on a whim, and it was costing them a bit.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and then snuffled. He could do little to help on the ground; they had just about every Marine he could spare. The best he could do was to maybe put a cruiser or two in orbit to give them additional fire support. They wouldn't be able to do much more than listen and watch in some cases though; by the time they were overhead or got a fighter into position, any combat might be over. And it wasn't like they could call an air strike in on urban fighting.

He frowned and then cut the orders anyway. After that he checked on the status of the four divisions in movement. The army had two divisions en route, both had gotten to Protodon. The Marines First, Second, and Fifth Divisions had arrived in Dead Drop some time ago and had secured the planet. General Kodiak's Fourth Division had just arrived three days before but had already signaled they were bypassing the planet for Garth.

That was good, great even. It meant that the Marines embattled on the planet would be seeing relief just a little bit sooner.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Dead Drop

Once they reported in, General Kodiak assessed the latest information on the planet in a series of implant downloads. Archie and Theodore had things in hand with their divisions. They were waiting on an army division or two to come in and relieve them. Both Archie and Theodore made it clear they were not going to sit out the main event.

Well, there was going to be issues with transport. As soon as an army division arrived to relieve him, Archie was going to hop it and head over to Garth. Once there Valenko would have to turn over command. He had no problem with that. It would delay troops moving in the pipeline though. There were only so many troop ships to go around at the moment.

That didn't seem to faze Archie however. He was aching for a real fight.

He had to snort at that. The real action at the moment seemed to be on Garth. He reported in and then passed the order for the convoy to continue to its final stop while he received downloads about Garth and the general war front.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Kittyhawk

Orville had the watch when a ship appeared out of hyperspace a hundred million kilometers off the ship's port beam. Apparently, word had gotten to the picket in B-95a3 and help had finally arrived. He informed the XO who then called the medics to wake the captain.

Their long ordeal was finally coming to an end.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Kittyhawk ho, 99.4 million kilometers off of our port side, sir," the CIC rating said. There was an immediate smattering of applause and cheers at the news.

It had been a close call the captain thought. They'd overshot once and had come out a light week further back and then had to turn around.

"Quiet," Captain Sheldon ordered. "Comm, raise them and let them know the lost has been found."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Commander Jerrica Wilder had been awake when the rescue ship had arrived. She smiled in relief, feeling tears prick her eyes as intense emotions hit her. "We're rescued," she murmured. "Finally."

"I don't like being a damsel in distress but for once I'll take it,” Orville quipped from her office link. She turned to him in surprise and then the mental image of the A.I. in drag had her giggling as intense relief made her entire wound-up body relax almost explosively. Her tears flowed again when the PA came on with the voice of a comm tech from Danford letting them know they were there.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

B-97C

“Come on, come on,” Captain Iesha Cartwright murmured, waiting impatiently for the report from CIC.

“It's confirmed, two cruisers,” the head of the watch in CIC reported in a subdued tone of voice.

“Damn!” the captain snarled, pounding her armrest for a moment. “Damn!” It was obvious from the number of convoys she was seeing that the enemy had taken Dead Drop. Admiral De Gaulte had most likely fallen back. They were building up for a big push into Garth if they hadn't done it already. The quartet of super dreadnoughts she'd seen pass through said they were holding. The ships hadn't been in a hurry.

Which didn't bode well for her people.

“They never said it'd be easy,” her XO said. She turned a glower on him and then looked back to the plot. “No, no they didn't.”

Her Omaha class light cruiser Kachin Dao and her division mate Scissori had been detailed to take on the enemy convoys behind enemy lines. She was well aware that they hadn't been selected for their abilities. An Omaha was old. Her stealth was three generations old even before the Xeno war. The only thing keeping them safe from the prying eyes of the escorts was the vast distances involved and her insistence on running silent.

After all, space was big. There were a lot of places two cruisers could hide.

She was irritated that she hadn't killed that escort carrier. And they hadn't gotten that transport either. After that she'd moved them into B-97C to hunt there, expecting the enemy to be hunting for them in B-97A. She had even considered going to DD001ns, SNHH or B-97B for a layover.

Unfortunately, they'd used up most of the caches in B-97B. At best she could get some fuel and some rest for the crew. That didn't solve their parts or food issues.

“Ma'am, Scissori is calling,” a comm rating reported.

“Damn it, does that man ever listen? I told him to maintain comm silence!” the captain growled. She stabbed a finger on the accept key. “Tao, when are you ever going to learn to keep your yap shut?” she demanded.

“I wanted to know what the plan is. They can't be listening in on a laser line between us,” he stated.

She frowned. He had a point, but he had disobeyed her order.

“We need supplies,” he reminded her. “And they aren't sending tin cans as escorts anymore.”

“I have eyes,” she growled. “Okay, most likely they've taken Dead Drop by now. We'll wait this group out and then hit that comet your people found again.”

“We need more than fuel and water,” Tao said, clearly exasperated. “I'm down to half rations,” he said.

“Which is probably doing wonders for your waist line. Maybe even your fat ass. Hunger does sharpen the reflexes and mind,” she replied. “All right,” she said. “We'll fall back to the cache in B-97C and then look into stopping in SNHH. If the enemy isn't there, we can hopefully resupply and then get out before they arrive.”

“Understood.”

“But we're not doing anything until that convoy is gone. Not just out of sight I mean gone.”

“Understood.”

“Dao out,” she growled, hitting the disconnect key. She scrubbed her face for a moment. “What have I gotten myself into,” she murmured.
  


 



Chapter 25
 

Horath

Three days after Imperial Day an unannounced arrival at the Finagle jump point had the defenses scrambling. They stood down almost immediately as the battered convoy flashed their IFF once they were clear of their hyper wakes.

The scheduled arrival was weeks late but there was always some flexibility in the schedule. What wasn't flexible was the discrepancy in the number of arriving ships. Only one cruiser was escorting the seventeen freighters; the other was missing.

The convoy master immediately got on the radio to scream bloody murder about the Federation pirates haunting Finagle.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin had been off for the week in a rare vacation time, but the arrival had him and the other admirals scrambling back to the Admiralty to get the full download and formulate a reaction. The two cruiser escorts had been undamaged. The reason only one had returned was because the other had remained as a picket in Finagle. Admiral Quartermain had stayed on mission to chase the enemy cruiser squadron out of the area.

Ten of the freighters had arrived damaged with their ships and precious cargos mangled. The loss of the munition ship was extremely painful, it had been their first attempt to get modern Federation missiles shipped in from El Dorado.

The one spot of good news was that there were four additional surviving ships in Finagle. A relief mission as well as a larger picket was immediately formulated. Theo signed off on the mission and then worked on a way to spin it to the palace and the public. No doubt he was going to catch some flak for not thinking of it earlier.

And he should have. They'd known from the courier that had survived the engagement in B-88r that the enemy had been in the south. But ONI had determined that those ships had been the same ones that had assaulted Garth from the south. No one had considered a separate force would go hunting so close to home.

Which meant he was going to catch hell for it. It wasn't fair; the emperor hadn't allowed him to reinforce Finagle or Garth. But fair apparently didn't play a part in the emperor's thinking.

"What do we do about this data? The recording of the enemy captain?" Malwin asked.

"My people are processing it now," the countess replied. "I've got the hot washes from Admiral Quartermain's staff as well. We'll see if we can make more heads or tails of it than his people could."

"All right, keep us posted," Theo replied with a nod.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor was furious over the losses. He was even more furious that the news had already leaked to the public. The media was keeping a lid on it but the web knew. He stormed into the Admiralty and demanded to know what they were doing about the situation.

"Sir, if Admiral Quartermain hadn't been there, the losses would have been catastrophic," Malwin stated.

"I know that! Don't you think I don't? What I want to know is what happened to the picket and what you are doing about it now?"

"We don't know what happened to the original picket," Malwin said very carefully. He didn't want to get into the size of the picket. He made a mental note to check in to see if the emperor knew the size and if he could get away with possibly altering it to make it look bigger than it had been. "One of the cruisers is there now with the four damaged freighters. We're formulating a response now. We're going to send a salvage team as well as a squadron of cruisers to secure the star system."

The emperor stared at him, drumming his fingers on the table before he finally nodded.

"All right. I agree."

"We'd like to make it a larger force though given the size of the enemy's squadron," Admiral Post ventured. The emperor turned to contemplate him silently. "Finagle has no defenses either. If we could …"

"No. No, we're not going to take away anything from the defenses here. Nothing at all. Period. Let the lords who are supposed to be in charge of Finagle deal with that," the emperor stated. "Send along a couple of couriers too. I want to be kept regularly informed from now on about what is going on there."

"Yes, sire."

"Now, what sort of cruisers were you talking about?"

"We'd prefer to send battle cruisers to trump any sort of return of their heavy cruisers," Admiral Post said after glancing at Malwin and the others for support.

"And they just grow on trees?"

"No, sire. That's why we're trying to figure out where we can get them from. Barring that, a mixed squadron of battle cruisers and heavy cruisers. Possibly even one or more of the new CEVs. They might do well against the enemy cruisers."

The emperor nodded. "All right. Let's see what you have in mind and if I approve or not," he said, crossing his arms expectantly.

Lewis fought the urge to look at Malwin in dismay. Instead, he cleared his throat and took the plunge, pulling up the ship lists in the process. "Well …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine was instantly alarmed by the development when she got the full report. Things were moving faster than she'd expected. That meant she might have to speed up her timetable. She ordered her people to put more feelers out. They needed to work faster but quietly. She needed to make the right contacts under the right conditions to secure the help she was pretty sure was now desperately needed.

Elija Mashan was the next link in the chain. If he couldn't get her in touch with the Fire Daimyo, she'd have to find a way to eliminate him quietly and then find another way of having a private chat with the empire's “guest.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Countess Newberry's naval intelligence analysts did their best to process the information. The identity of the attackers was never in doubt. What was causing a stir was the recording. They parsed it out, verifying the voice was a genuine organic one. Simulations software could do a lot to simulate an organic, but the probability was extremely high that an organic had been speaking. They even verified that it had been a Terran from a reconstruction of a simulation of the subject's vocal cords.

The countess was a bit testy at that news and the news that no one had gone further. "I realize you are doing an in-depth check, but can we hurry this along?" she demanded.

"We've verified that the person, most likely the enemy commander, was telling the truth."

She frowned. "So Mason is alive?"

"Most likely yes. The image files had viruses embedded in them however. We've stripped them out and reconstructed them, and we've verified him as well as other missing officers from our files. All with facial recognition. We can't confirm that it is some sort of trick though."

She grunted. "And the rest?"

"That we're still working on," the commander replied slowly. He turned to the others as they began to argue over it.

"Bek? I've never heard of it," the countess stated as she listened to their discussion. A star chart was on the screen off to one side of her. A list of star systems was there. They'd even considered BEK was an anagram or something and had checked for it. They had come up empty.

The majority of her people ended up discounting the intelligence despite the results of the voice stress analysis.

"For all we know, that could be an A.I. Yes, the sims say otherwise, and I say they are bullshit! We can simulate a person, making an artificial larynx, lungs, even how their dental structure, mouth, nasal cavities, head structure, and moisture affects things. They've got A.I. and are a lot better at this than we are!" Commander Berges growled. "It's obviously fake with Bek alone! And don't get me started on the battle moons reference. Building them takes a bit more than a couple of years from scratch!" He shook his head and turned to the countess. "Ma'am, in my professional opinion this is all propaganda designed to scare the piss out of the uninformed."

She cocked her head and looked at the scowls around the table. Finally she shrugged ever so slightly. "For some they wouldn't put anything past Irons at this point."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira was trying to figure out why the inventory was off when she was informed by one of her staff that something had happened to the convoy that had been bringing the fresh supplies in.

"What?"

"The convoy, ma'am? The one that just came in from Finagle?" she nodded. "Only two-thirds of it got here. Four ships were left in Finagle. Three were destroyed."

She blinked. "Are you serious?" she demanded.

The ensign nodded; eyes wide. "You didn't know, ma'am?"

"I've been busy," Elvira said with a frown. "Where did you hear this?"

"It's not on the news. It's on the web if you look in the right places," the ensign said, squirming. "And you know, scuttlebutt."

Elvira nodded. "So, how did this happen?"

The ensign frowned. "According to … what I heard, they ran into an enemy cruiser squadron hunting in Finagle."

"In Finagle? Am I hearing you right? Finagle?" Elvira asked in alarm.

The ensign nodded. "Yes, ma'am. They are on our doorstep. What do we do?"

Elvira pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Well, first we don't spread wild rumors unless we've got confirmation, and we don't panic. I think we need to get a solid look into the inventory and look into ways to make our supplies stretch a bit more. And see what we can do about using replacement parts made here as temporary substitutes," she stated.

The ensign nodded.

Elvira determined that she'd get to the bottom of it when she talked to Catherine. But that would have to wait until they were together; she couldn't trust such a discussion over a vid link, even a scrambled one. "Get me that manifest again and highlight what's missing. We'll have to rob Peter to pay Paul where we can to make up the differences."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

ONI had to replay the recording for the emperor and the Admiralty.

The emperor latched onto Bek right away, ignoring the news that his son might be alive. "So that's where they are getting their ships and crews from!" He said, eyes bright.

"Ah, sire, we haven't found a Bek in any database. There is no Bek in any copy of the Encyclopedia Galactica we've got. We believe it is misdirection, propaganda. For instance, the reference to battle moons?"

The emperor frowned thoughtfully. He glanced at his admirals and noted they were taking a healthy amount of skepticism to the recording. "So you all believe it is fake? Yet, your voice analysis says he is telling the truth? How do you resolve those two issues?"

"There is a qualifier; his conviction could substitute for truth, sir."

"Possible," Countess Newberry said with a nod of agreement. "Unfortunately, we have no way of confirming this. We have not found another reference."

"Then we need to scout. We need to find out more information."

"Yes, sire."

"We need another cruiser to head south."

"Sire? He never said where this Bek is!"

"No, but he didn't have to. It is somewhere, but I was thinking the cruiser can be set up like the one you dispatched with the plagues," the emperor stated.

Malwin frowned but then nodded once.

"You did send it, right?"

"Yes, sire. They are going to try to bypass Garth to avoid the enemy."

The emperor scowled.

"The idea is to avoid direct conflict and get behind their lines," Countess Newberry offered. "Like the Hawkwood flotilla."

The emperor nodded.

"That will take at least a year or more to get to where they can affect the Federation," she reminded him.

"So, we need more. We need to hit them and keep hitting them," the emperor stated.

"Yes, sire."

"Get on that cruiser mission. And look into resupplying Quartermain. He's obviously a good fighter since he drove the enemy off without any losses."

"We'll do that, sire. They will have trouble catching up to him though," Malwin warned.

"Figure it out," the emperor stated as he rose to his feet. The others rose instantly. "Quickly," he growled as he walked out.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The pirate lords were terrified when they got confirmation. Many began to panic, passing on rumors that they were trapped. The Herald Sakura Umeki had all she could do to remind them that the enemy had been forced out of Finagle. For the moment Finagle was safe.

"Yes, for now, but what of tomorrow?"

"We're sending a reinforced picket," Sakura stated patiently. "Finagle is secure. Admiral Quartermain has pushed the enemy out and will keep pushing south. There is no need to panic."

That worked with some of the lords, but others decided now was the time to get out while they still could. Another exodus followed.
  


 



Chapter 26
 

Jezebel was not happy about the news and even less happy about its destabilizing effect on the lords. Once she had a clear version of events, she confronted her son. "So, what are you doing about it?" she asked.

He frowned. "We're sending a reinforced picket. We're going to salvage the ships there or at least their cargos. Do you have anything to contribute to that?"

She cocked her head. "Have you played it from the other side?"

He blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Eventually they'll fall back to where they can make a stand. And they no doubt have one of their ansibles there. So, what do you think they'll do then?"

He frowned thoughtfully. "I think they'll try to kill Quartermain's force. Once they do that, they'll call up reinforcements. No, they'll call them up before that." He nodded. "They'll get them in motion right away."

"Most likely drawing them from …?"

"From secure star systems," he said, fighting to not roll his eyes. "They could easily slice off forces from Pyrax. We can't get in there to hit them, so they'll just make replacements," he said sourly.

"Exactly. And no doubt they'll make sure the reinforcements are strong enough to take on the next Quartermain or whatever you are planning on sending. So …?"

He sighed. "So, I need to send more. And damn it, we need to send defenses to Finagle if we're going to hold it and keep our pipeline open to Sigma sector."

She nodded sagely. "And?"

"And … I need to find a way to hit back. To win an offense," he said.

She nodded. "And you can play up Quartermain's encounter in Finagle as a win for our side. He did drive them off after all, and we're now back in possession of the star system."

He brightened. "Yes, that's right!" He smiled at her.

"But you need a good solid win to balance out whatever happens to him," she stated. "We need to get back on our feet, dear, soon. The sheep are scared."

He snorted. "Them I'm not afraid of."

She shook her head, expression mournful. "You should be. A shepherd or wolf can easily be trampled by enough sheep. Grass eaters can be just as dangerous as a predator. They are big and can dish out a lot of damage if you forget to respect their power and slip into underestimating them. They might not be as intelligent as the predator or shepherd is, but they have their own cunning."

"I'm more concerned about other predators lurking in the shadows," he stated.

"True. But if you discount the sheep totally, you'll be trampled and won't realize it until it's too late." She leveled a sobering look on him. "You'd be wise to remember that, son," she said firmly.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Irazebeth was another high-ranking royal who was dismayed by the attack and its implications. She did her part to sooth the pirate lords, but some were past the point of soothing. Some were starting to wonder how many of their families and counterparts had managed to escape to Sigma before those enemy cruisers had shown up.

It bothered her as well. It bothered her to the point where she started to consider some long-term insurance of her own. For the moment they held control of Finagle so the door to Sigma was open. She had kept Kevin and Khali in the capital under her watchful eyes as well as that of her family but perhaps she should send one or both of them away?

They could dress it up. Send them on a tour of the frontier. That way she could hedge her bets.

She just needed to sell the idea to Jezebel and Piotr. But she wasn't sure who to approach first.

Or, barring that she'd have to do something about Piotr and Catherine. It would be regrettable and painful, but it might be the only way to salvage the situation.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Mara huffed dutifully as the final, hopefully final, contraction hit. "Very good, dear," the doctor said as the room echoed with the scream of a newborn. Mara flopped back into the bed, momentarily spent.

"Clean that up and make sure the airway is clean. We'll deal with the afterbirth in a moment," the doctor said, looking at the baby. He turned to Doctor Nutell. "Another female as you wanted, Doctor. I thought this one would have multiple births?"

"I decided against it since she's our star pupil," the head of the facility and program stated.

"Well, this one turned out red but her skin tones are changing," the doctor observed. He nodded at the weight, six kilograms, four grams, not bad.

"Yes, I altered the melatonin genes of the epidermis to normal skin tones in previous generations. I also deleted the hair for easy maintenance," Doctor Nutell stated. "The same for the webbing. I reduced the amount of body fat since she won't be in the sea. This one is supposed to be half the size of the previous generation. I'm hoping to scale them down to just above dwarfism."

"Ah."

"It's really just a side experiment. I added genes to speed up her growth rate. We'll see how this one pans out," Doctor Nutell stated as he observed the baby. He checked Mara's vital signs and then nodded. "Make sure she's properly hydrated and cleaned up. She has class tomorrow."

"She doesn't bond with the child?"

"No, my heavens, no! No, her duty is to the empire; she knows that," the doctor said with a passing nod to Mara. "She'll be fine. Label this one gen 3.5.1 and make sure you fit her with the new tracking labels with the Wi-Fi vital signs. I want to keep an eye on this one."

"Yes, Doctor," a nurse murmured.

"Oops, afterbirth," the OB/GYN stated, turning back to assist his patient one last time.

Mara bit her lip slightly at how they treated her and her child but refused to object.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor insisted on a meeting off their usual weekly schedule. The Admiralty of course scrambled to obey, cursing under their breath the entire time. They met in the palace where the emperor laid out his plan to go on the offense.

"We've been discussing this to death. Now we need to make it happen. And after some careful consideration, I thought of the perfect time to strike them."

"Sire?"

"Remember Federation day? If we hit them with a hard offensive, they'll be off guard, and we'll have the edge. A strike on Federation Day will mean they will be at their weakest! Their crews will be on liberty; their skeleton watches will be undermanned and also drunk …"

Malwin frowned thoughtfully. It was an interesting plan, and the emperor was right. But there was a major concern.

"Sir, the timing involved …"

"Don't give me that! We can time it if we try!"

Countess Newberry winced. Theo frowned and then took a turn at trying to explain their misgivings. "Sire, if they run into anything, a grav wake, a hiccup in a ship, anything, sire, it could throw off the timing."

"If it does, they hit them when they are hung over. Or they might even be light on personnel!" The emperor's eyes lit. "Yes! They could have their people on shuttles to the planet to enjoy the festivities! We might still catch them in that window before they return to their ships!"

Malwin frowned thoughtfully, stroking his goatee as he glanced at the others. Lewis shrugged. "I think it's possible," Lewis ventured carefully. He turned to the countess.

"We can look into it, sire. But I suggest we have a backup set of orders. Should they fail in their timing, they should fall back or … do something else," she said, ending on a weak note when the emperor turned a glare at her for her lack of support.

"It's wise to have a backup plan," Theo said instantly coming to her defense. "An all or nothing strike is a good way to get into trouble," he stated.

The emperor frowned, pursing his lips, but he couldn't refute that logic. He nodded grudgingly to the countess and to his minister of war. "All right, that is true."

"What I suggest is, if we can't get the timing right, we switch the objective to a raid in force. Get in, hit them enough to throw them off while getting as much intelligence as we can, then get out. We can even let the partisans on the planet know we're still out there, trying to liberate them. That will serve as a morale burst for them," Malwin stated as he got back on track.

"If we come in at a different location like they did in Garth, it would avoid any fixed or mobile defenses near the jump point," the emperor stated, eyes gleaming.

Lewis winced. The emperor noted it. "What?"

"Sire …," Lewis paused and then tried again. "Sire, in order to do that we have to have detailed maps for our navigators. We have to map everything, down to the smallest rock in the attacking ship's flight path as well as their arrival point. If anything is in the way, it will cause mass shadows to throw them off or even damage or destroy the ships."

"That's why they had the couriers in Garth!" the countess said. All eyes turned to her. "It wasn't just to keep an eye on things; it was to map where they wanted to come out at!"

Malwin and Lewis nodded. "Makes sense," Lewis said. "But we don't have that ability."

"Then figure it out!" the emperor said in exasperation as his patience began to ebb. "You are starting to test me! It is like you don't even want to win!"

"We do, sire, but we believe they used their prowlers to map Garth space for their attack. We don't have that ability."

"Then find another way!"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin wasn't the only one to have a mixed reaction once they were out of sight of the emperor and relaxing later that evening. "This plan, the timing alone!" He threw his hands up in the air in despair.

"I know," Lewis stated. "I don't think he realizes how tight it is. And I don't think he realizes how emotionally evocative it is either."

"Repeat that last?" Malwin asked, wrinkling his nose as he swirled his drink.

"Evocative. Attacking them on Federation Day? An attack on a holiday and not only any holiday, but the one celebrating the founding of the Federation?"

"You'd rather they attack on Christmas?"

Lewis shook his head. "Even I wouldn't taunt the spirits with that sort of thing."

Malwin nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The more the palace in the form of the Herald's Office tried to assure the public everything was fine, the more certain pirate lords latched onto the idea of the Old Guard. Viscount Sydney Knoles latched onto the idea and dug into as many sources of research material as he could get his hands on. He had the others do as much digging as they could as well. But all quietly, very quietly.

Once they had something, he gathered the others together. "I hope you brought your checkbooks; this is going to be costly," he stated.

"No risk, no reward," Evin Frost stated. "It takes money to make money," he said with a shrug. "What do you have?"

"A bit and more," Sydney stated. He laid out what he'd found. "From what I've found, there was a program to put some of the best fighters, soldiers, mercenaries, and others into stasis because of some sort of terminal illness or for pay. Some are cyborgs. Some were once supposedly great leaders." He saw a few look dubious. "I suspect there is some fake info there and the truth is somewhere in-between."

"But they are there?"

"Yes, with caches of equipment. They are a last-ditch cadre of forces to be used in defense of Horath. That's what the material stated."

"Okay, so, where?"

"They are supposed to be all over the planet and even on one of the moons. Some of it might have been taken by grave robbers," Sydney stated. "But I found one," Theo Varbossa stated, taking up the narrative. He showed them an image of a sand enshrouded techno pyramid in a desert canyon.

"There?" Sydney asked, "Why there?"

"It makes sense; it is outside the city and away from potential hot targets. And it allows privacy. It's so remote on one goes to it. The access road is just about gone under the sands and earth. We'll have to fly in."

"Ah. Well, there is that."

"It has power. Thermal readings are higher than ambient. Most likely geothermal as well. Some of those openings might be wind turbines."

"Hell of a thing if it has lasted this long without anyone maintaining it," Bree Stuart stated.

Sydney grunted. Jason had bowed out, so he'd taken the lead. He'd wanted to leave the planet, but the mystery had him. The itch was there, and the idea that he might find something of value. Gold rush he thought.

"There are others. We've identified four others. The Death's Head have at least one that I know of. But they won't let us in. Theirs is the only one where the crypt is maintained and added to. Everyone else seemed to have forgotten about the things," Theodore Varbossa stated. The others had reluctantly brought him in because he had access to satellite feeds.

"What about this pyramid? Will it have defenses?" Sydney asked. "You know, to prevent grave robbers?"

Theo shrugged. "You know, I have no idea. We might need to look into that carefully."

"Well, count me out of the people who are going to charge in blind!" Bree said. "I'm not going to get my ass killed by some automated gun or bomb!"

Evin Frost scowled. "No one said anything about that! Great. So, this has all been for nothing?"

"I didn't say that. We can get into this one. It was set up a decade before the Xeno war by some group of mad scientists. I'm talking wicked good at cybernetics, so we'd see some powerful cyborgs," Sydney stated.

"Okay, now we're talking," Theo said with a gleam in his eyes. "One question, why didn't they wake them during the Xeno war?"

Sydney shrugged. "According to my research they were going to do so only if the Xenos got close. The Xenos never did."

"Oh. Okay, that makes sense."

"Okay, so, when?"

"We need to mount an expedition. That means we need to secure the right people. You know, to be out front," Sydney said with a slight malicious tone of voice. Bree snorted. "And equipment, sensors, whatever. I'd like to do a little more research on site too."

"If you are going, I'm going too," Bree insisted.

He lifted an eyebrow at her. "I thought you weren't the frontline type."

"Hell if you are going to leave me out of the cut!" she growled. "I'll just hide behind your fat ass. There's plenty of room back there," she said, pretending to look behind him.

Sydney scowled but the others snorted.

"When are we going to do this?"

"Give me a couple of weeks to get things sorted out. I'll keep you posted."

"Yeah, well, don't go without us," Bree growled. He feigned mock hurt, with one hand over his chest. She glowered at him. "I mean it," she said, waggling a finger at him.

"Yeah well, be ready to clear your schedule for a week or more. I have no idea how long this will take," Sydney said. "We'll need to have some sort of cover story in case people start asking what we're doing."

Bree nodded. After a moment so did the others.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Bree pulled Evin aside once their meeting broke up. "You think we can get the right people in to the entourage?"

He nodded slowly. The Stuart family was normally known for their loyalty to the Ramichov family line because of Marina's marriage to the late Prince Adam. Since Adam had perished, the royal family had leaned heavily on Stuart support without giving them anything in return. That wasn't sitting well with the family elders. Some were quietly pushing for a change, especially after the debacle of the war.

"Can we use them to … make changes?" Evin asked suggestively.

"It's possible," Bree said slyly, fighting the urge to lean in with a conspiratory whisper. That usually drew unwanted attention. "All sorts of things are possible."

Evin nodded. If things did move in that direction, he might have Bree and the others on the hook for the assassination of the Ramichovs. Even the attempt would be good blackmail material he could use later.

That was, if his family's attempt failed. He put the odds of success at below 10 percent. That was probably why the family wasn't pushing for plans to take over if it succeeded. Besides, such planning could be noticed.

"One way or another something needs to change. Soon," he said.

Bree nodded. She wouldn't commit herself further.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

H001

So far so good, Captain Vanessa Stuart thought as she studied the plot. They'd said hello to the picket in the star system. The picket commander, Captain Tenders, had thought she was there to relieve them or reinforce them, but she'd quickly dissuaded him of that. No, she had her own fish to fry.

He hadn't been happy. The nine ships had been left with precious little to show for it. Just two support ships had come to resupply them. She didn't know what to tell them other than that additional relief forces were coming but she had no idea when.

Her beloved Armando Diaz was a recently thoroughly refitted Resolution class heavy cruiser. She'd been specifically selected because she might be able to blend in with the enemy. That was the theory, though she was pretty sure an IFF challenge wouldn't allow them to pass muster.

No matter. The plan was starting out conventionally; she needed to get into H002 and then from there the real fun would begin. They had to jump from there through hyperspace to Nuevo Madrid, a distance of over forty-one light years, all without a map. She hoped the water dwellers and Harry, her navigator, were up for the challenge.

From there they'd hop through B-95a3, skipping if necessary, then take the long jump line north through B-94E1 to Senka's backdoor. All with the hopes that the enemy wouldn't notice them and that there wasn't much defending Senka.

From there the Admiralty was sure the defenses were thin to nonexistent. She'd be on fumes by then but a little back-to-basics piracy off the rich booty of the Feds would quickly change that. And, after that they'd be in the enemy's backyard, able to hopefully stay clear of them while sowing their cargo of death and destruction.

She knew that was all built on a tissue of ifs and maybes. She also knew that survival was slight. At the moment it didn't matter. She had a tough mission in front of her, and she was aching for some payback.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

In hyper between Bd1r17 and New Horizon

Rear Admiral Quartermain rubbed his temples as he checked the status board. His force had been forced to slow down in hyper when one of the light cruisers had picked up a harmonic.

It had to happen after they'd passed through the star system too; it couldn't have been before that. Oh no.

There was no way they could catch up to the enemy. He was only fooling himself into thinking he could. That hadn't been the real issue, and the decay of the ion trail told him they were laughingly weeks beyond reach. No, the real issue was that the slower speed and the enemy racing ahead of him was going to be a danger to his command. The more time it took to get moving, the more likely the enemy would be able to use their speed advantage to move a blocking force in place to hit him.

They might not be able to stop him, but if he took enough damage, he'd almost have to retreat. And that could spell disaster for his career as well as the plan to throw the enemy off balance.

He'd find out when he got out in New Horizon. Their intel said there had been something going on there too. No doubt if the enemy had sent a CruRon to Finagle they'd put something in New Horizon too.

He glanced at the clock. Well, another fifteen days and he'd find out, one way or another.
  


 



Chapter 27
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons was grateful to see more ansibles in Pi come online. He was also happy to see that the Ptah flotilla had finally arrived. He was not so happy about finding out about the fate of Io 11 as well as some of his friends when Tasty Teat's reports were transmitted.

There was quite a lot of information to process. The bullet points were there though for his morning briefing.

“The good news is they stopped that attack force cold,” Sprite stated.

“That is good news, except for what it cost them,” the admiral said, rubbing his temple.

“There is a request for more ships. Tir na Nog has put out rather pointed requests, almost demands for a small flotilla to defend them and the surrounding area.”

“Not going to happen. We've been trying to send them a mixed squadron again, but we can't even manage that! We're just lucky we can send convoys without escorts,” Admiral Irons growled.

“How do you want to handle this with the media? Most of the staff do not know at the moment, Admiral,” Protector stated.

“Senior staff eyes-only briefings for the moment.”

“We're going to sit on it?”

“No, I don't want our people blindsided, and I want to give Yuri's people some time to process what they've got.”

“Ah,” Protector stated.

“That way we can formulate responses. I can brief the cabinet,” Sprite offered.

“Do that when all of the initial information is in.”

“Understood.”

“There is something else,” the admiral said as he looked on to Varyag's name and captain. “Emily Meia.”

“She sacrificed her ship to stop the pirates. We can play that up …”

“That's not what I meant. Not at all. You know I hate doing that,” the admiral growled. “I'm talking about the woman. Not what she was, but the woman. She and I never got along well. You know that. But, in the end she did it right. She charged into the fire to protect her family and her greater family. No greater sacrifice can be delivered like that, Sprite. No one should be asked that. And I feel for Mags. She had to watch her adopted granddaughter die.”

“Sir …”

He held up a restraining hand. “Let me finish,” he said flatly. “That tells me, it is less about the origin of the clones that matter over how they are raised and by whom. It is the choices we make that shape us. No more. No more paranoia. No more crap about them. Enough is enough.”

“Aye aye, sir. I still have my reservations.”

“Which are in part due to your interactions with Meia. I get that. I also get that she wasn't perfect. No one is. But she did her duty. Others have done the same. Don't cheapen her sacrifice or question her motives. She didn't know she was a clone. Leave it be.”

“Can I still watch?”

“That's ONI's job,” Protector interjected.

“Yes, but there are unanswered questions. Like where they come from and why,” Sprite insisted.

“Then observe but don't color things with paranoia until you have more information that proves duplicity and ulterior motives are at work. Don't make them pay for the perceived sins of their origin. I believe they are innocent. Let's keep it that way.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“We need to inform the Molly and Faith Meikle. They deserve to know this before it gets to the media,” the admiral stated.

“I'll handle it, sir.”

“Good. Tell them they have my condolences on their loss. It's a loss for all of the Federation,” he said.

“I'll pass that along, sir.”

“Good. Now …”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

After the meeting, Sprite scheduled some ansible time with the Epsilon Triangula ansible. It took a few minutes to get a surprised Faith Meikle online. When she was on, Sprite quickly passed over the small talk to outline what they knew about the battles as well as the loss of Varyag and her friends.

“Ah. I thank thee lass for informing me. I'll let the others know,” Faith replied.

“I had so many questions about Emily Meia,” Sprite admitted.

“Why?”

“There are classified reasons. I needed to know more about her history. Like where she came from. Where she was found I mean,” the A.I. replied. “I guess now we'll never know. Not that it matters.”

“Triang,” Faith replied.

“Excuse me?”

“Triang. Her pod was found in Senka I think. She was sold in Triang but got away. She fled into the slums near the spaceport there. The captain found her there. She was four? No, three? I'm not sure.”

“Ah. And how do you know this? Oh, because you were chief engineer of Io 11 then?” the A.I. asked as she logged the information.

“Oh, nay,” Faith replied. “I came on after.”

“So, how did you know this?”

“Tis simple. I took the pod apart,” Faith replied.

“You …?”

“Oh, aye. The captain bought it for parts the ship needed or I should say Vanessa did. ‘Twas a fair bit of trading. We tore it apart for parts to repair the ship.”

Sprite recognized that finding the pod again was a lost cause. “Oh. Okay, anything else you remember?”

“No, well, there was one thing. None of the chips had IDs. They had nary a manufacturer ID I mean,” the woman replied. “Tis odd now that I think of it. They use that to track quality control, but I didn'a know that at the time,” she said. “I guess my time in the hot seat here made me think of that,” she stated.

“Ah, yeah, that is odd. Anything else you can remember, please write it up. And if you know of anyone else who was there, ask them as well.”

“Why the interest?”

Sprite considered replying it was classified again; in the microsecond she thought about an answer but decided to be a bit evasive. “I don't like loose ends. I'd like to know what ship she came from. There might be more pods out there after all.”

“Ah. Well, Senka might have more, but I don't know. We found the admiral's pod there or so I was told,” Faith replied.

“Understood,” Sprite said, making a note of that. She also wrote an email on the side to send to the picket in Senka to be on the lookout for more things there, especially pods. “Thank you.”

“Tis nice talking to you, lass,” Faith said as she signed off.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

As Admiral Irons wrestled with the problems that the battles of PS-64 had brought on, Secretary of State Moira Sema had her own battles to fight. But one headache came through the ansible hard on the heels of the download.

Flack from Captain Sindri's plan to relocate had hit the local Pi State Department like a bomb, blindsiding them. Her people were trying to smooth it over, but it wasn't working out well. There were threats of Tir na Nog pulling out of the Federation, even denying transit rights through their star system.

After reading the briefs twice, she called Admiral Irons to discuss the situation. She was surprised when Protector gave her a fifteen minute face-to-face meeting that day.

“Getting it from your end, Moira?” he asked once they met in his office and she laid out the issue.

She shook her head. “You could say that. My people are trying to smooth the ruffled feathers, but it doesn't look good.”

“Well, first, they promised more than they should have, especially from the navy. They didn't clear anything with us, just committed us to it. They also allowed some things to be taken for granted. We never committed to making Tir na Nog the capital of Pi. Far from it.”

“I get that,” she said with a nod. “But we have to go to the table with something. You know how negotiations work.”

“Yes, I do. We agreed to the picket. We agreed to a base. Those aren't going to change. I even signed off on the picket being a heavy cruiser, even though I didn't think it was warranted.”

“Okay … but pulling out?”

“Did you read more than just the squawking?” he asked with a brief smile. She blinked.

“I take it that's a no?” he asked. She shook her head. “Ah. Okay, well,” he pulled up Vestri's files. “I've got stacks of reports from the personnel there including Captain Sindri. Everything from demands that all ships pass through the native station even before it was built, for large fees by the way,” he paused to see her grimace. “To Governor Osheen demanding civilian oversight of naval affairs. And since he's the local civilian in charge of the star system, he insists that and I quote 'I can't take a shit without getting permission first and then permission to wipe my hairy ass,'” he said looking down to read the quote off his HUD.

Moira's lips twisted slightly at the pungent quote.

“And then there is Dermitz Industries. They've been interfering as well, demanding expensive contracts, every piece be built by them, but they don't have the time to do it since they are nearly saturated. When they miss a deadline, they pull strings and howl to get out of having to pay late fees on delivery.”

“I didn't know any of this,” Moira admitted.

“I admit; you've got a lot on your plate. It is going to get worse as we continue to expand. I think you need to talk to your people. Someone dropped the ball and didn't brief you on this.”

“No, no, they didn't,” Moira said in a slightly dark tone of voice. She was clearly not amused about being put on the spot and being called out on it.

“I'm not just talking about your staff here. I'm talking about the staff there as well,” the admiral said. She nodded. “Your staff can't tell you what they don't know either,” he stated. She grimaced.

“I think a chat with the undersecretary is in order. They need to stop making promises that they can't keep.”

“Understood.”

“The navy doesn't have a limitless supply of ships and manpower. We're scrapping the bottom of the barrel with these deployments in the other sectors while also trying to fight the war. We're also trying to rebuild the home fleets for the final push and to protect our vital areas. That is hard since we keep having to dip into them for reserves to reinforce the front,” the admiral said with a grimace.

“I thought Bek was taking up some of the slack?” she asked.

“Some. Not a lot. We're getting a pair of ships a month out of the rapids. They are stacking up in the Sargasso star system. We are bottlenecked there.” She winced and then nodded.

“It's something we're trying to get sorted out.”

“So, I tell my people to tell the Noggians to piss off?” she asked.

“I think they need to take a hard look at what they are putting the navy through. Vestri needs a central location in the sector, somewhere with good industry and good people willing to exercise it and work with us. Somewhere defensible too. They promised they'd help us in every way and instead threw up all sorts of roadblocks, then are whining because we're moving on. But, as I said, we will keep our commitments. We'll leave the cruiser Frobisher there until we can find another to relieve her. And we'll build the naval base. A small one.”

“Oh, they'll love that. They are going to see all that money flying right out of their system.”

“Then they should take a look in the mirror to see the reason why. One of them at any rate. I never intended Tir na Nog to be as big as they thought it was.”

“They won't accept any of that. Can I throw them a bone?”

“After what they just put our people through, I'm not really interested in doing that. But, what did you have in mind?”

“They want a bigger picket.”

“Did you just hear what I said about scrapping the bottom of the barrel?”

She grimaced. “Okay, I get that. But if a ship turns up locally, can we do something there?”

“If we have an extra ship, we'll see. No promises implied or otherwise. Make that clear,” he said as he rose. She rose as well.

“Thank you, Admiral. Now, I think I've got some people to scream at,” she said dryly.

“Have fun venting and putting the fear of you in them,” he said with a brief smile.

“Oh, I will. Believe me, I will,” she growled as she departed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

After Moira had left, Admiral Irons turned to look out the simulated window briefly. What he had failed to tell Moira was that he was sending a shipment of personnel to Pi to help man the captured ships in the next convoy. There were four ships in the convoy. One transport was stuffed with over four thousand personnel, many of them from Bek.

The L-459 convoy had triple that number of recruits coming back to Rho for training. They were going to have to do something about that. The more they tried to centralize training for quality control, the more of a problem and bottleneck it was becoming. And they were burning up a lot of time in transit. Wasted time.

Perhaps Vestri and others were right; they needed basic training centers, possibly even boot camps for the army and Marines in each sector. He made a note to explore the matter in the near future.

“Sir, your next appointment rescheduled due to the shuttle being late,” Protector informed him.

“Very well. I've got a few minutes?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then let me look into Vestri's other missive he sent while I've got the time,” he said, pulling up the dwarf's proposal. He scanned it again and then dived into the forums to discuss it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commander Jory Gray saw the header from Vestri and took a renewed interest in it. He'd been remiss in hitting his inbox for a while; it had sat there for days while he worked to get through a current deadline. But when he started to scan it, he immediately stopped and looked at the author once more. “Vestri, what the devil are you getting us into?”

He clicked a link and was surprised to find a private forum where engineers that Vestri had sent the pitch to were going over it. Some were rejecting it instantly, but others were taking their considerations seriously.

He wondered if it was because Admiral Irons was one of those people and was apparently a possible supporter of the project. When he saw the admiral in the forum, he checked the flag officer's posts.

It was apparent as he read that Admiral Irons was okay with the idea of remaking the Stargate Program despite the risks. “But not until Horath falls. Only then can we invest in infrastructure projects like this,” the admiral had posted.

“And invite the Xenos back?” he read. This one came from Captain JG Yao Li Wong, a colleague he knew well. Yao seemed rather skeptical. He wasn't certain if the bird was taking that stance as devil's advocate to test the admiral's commitment and to help him form counter arguments, or if he was genuinely against the project.

“You don't understand how the gates work, do you?” someone else asked.

“I don't want to. I don't want them,” another user had posted. Jory frowned pensively.

“Well, before you get too uppity, let's educate everyone,” Admiral Irons had posted.

“Didn't you hear what I just said?” Captain Wong stated. “Admiral, this is a bad idea. Potentially political suicide.”

“Yes, I did, Captain. You of all people should know better. If you really insist on this, fine. I'll just work around you.”

“You are really for this?”

“A wormhole from point A to point B. From Tau to here. From Pi to here. Or wherever we set it up. No way to connect a gate to another galaxy. Single link. We now know what the Xenos did. We can set up our own defenses. All sorts of safeties.”

“I concede that point. But the problem is the public doesn't understand that,” Wong replied.

“Since it can't work without power, if they can't get Professor Gwildor's plan to work, it's a nonstarter anyway. But I've seen the transit time between sectors. If we can speed that up, I'm all for it.”

“Hmm,” Jory said, plucking at his lip. Sudden thoughts about designing new capital ships that could handle an antimatter warhead were forgotten.

“Think about it.”

“I am,” Wong replied.

“I mean take your time—a day, a week, whatever. But don't just throw the baby out with the bathwater. It's like nanotech. It is a tool; if used correctly, it is a great thing.”

“Yeah, but the problem is, Admiral, for everyone who comes up with an intended purpose for something, even something innocent with the intent of making life easier or better, there is some yahoo out there who thinks of something to do with it that's not good or just plain stupid or worse, evil.”

“Point,” Jory sighed. He was tempted to add his two cents in but decided to take a pass for the moment. He didn't want to get bogged down in that.

Instead, he went back to the technical references. Admiral Irons’ point about it possibly being a nonstarter got to him. He pulled up the files and started reading.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The new data on the Meia clones made Sprite bring up the subject with Commander Fletcher and others at ONI. They mapped out the known origin points of pods with Meia clones in them. There was still not enough information to determine where they were coming from.

"Some of this doesn't make sense. The pods were built at different times; we've determined that by dating the material involved. The computers in the pods were purged so all we have is their run time, which also matches their age," Commander Fletcher stated. "It looks like the hypothesis that someone is deliberately seeding these across the galaxy is correct. Why is a question we can't solve though."

"Not without talking to them. I'm thinking that the clones are innocent. They have no knowledge of what they are or who created them or why," Sprite stated as she observed the captured Meia clone. There was no doubt she was a clone like the others. But, based on the DNA report, she and her sister clones were not copies of copies. They all came from a single source of DNA.

She considered what Admiral Irons had said. It was important, but she also knew of several clones in the Horathian employ.

She pulled up the files she'd loaded in a RAM module on clones. She considered what she knew about the clones themselves and then tried to build a profile of their prime. They were all natural pilots, human, so both were sought after by the Horathians. Also they were young and female when found, so easily indoctrinated. Was the female gender to make them more appealing and less threatening? Or was it just because of the prime? Could nurture really be more important on that side? It was obvious the Horathians weren't behind the pods if they were finding them too. Otherwise, they'd have squadrons of Meia clone pilots.

"We need to know more about their history, their shared memories," she stated.

"Most were very young when they were decanted from the stasis pods. Organics suppress traumatic memories so they most likely blocked it out," Fletcher reminded her. "And over time their organic memory tends to overwrite parts of their childhood."

"It would still be good to know this information. Do any of them remember anything prior to being decanted? I'm looking into some cloning techniques. I understand some of the neural network can be randomized, but how much was carried over? Does it have anything to do with their piloting skills?"

Fletcher sent her a series of emojis that amounted to a shrug for their kind.

"All right. How likely is she to be rehabilitated?"

"Psych is looking into it. She has some indoctrination but doesn't seem to harbor any of the xenophobia of true converts. Opinions of interviewers vary. Most believe she just wanted to fly."

"Understood," Sprite stated.

"I've got other duties to attend to," Fletcher stated and then withdrew.

Sprite examined what she knew once more and then saved it. Then she wrote a bot to access historical archives to look into the past to see if there was any mention of a Meia clone on other worlds, and when. They were still in the process of digitalizing the archives though, so that could take years. She wrote an authorization to Enki to pass it through the ansible and then she reluctantly turned her attention to other duties.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

In transit to Pi

Horatio settled himself on the bunk as he finished reading the latest book. He'd gotten tired of reading reports and briefings. He knew he'd have a hard time keeping it straight, so it was best to let it come to him when he needed it later. Besides, half the players he may not even meet, so why read their life history?

He checked the clock and grunted. They had a few days from their jump exit. “I can hardly wait,” he muttered as he laid the tablet on his chest and closed his eyes to let himself doze for a little bit.
  


 



Chapter 28
 

Antigua

Home Fleet went on alert when an unexpected hyperspace arrival appeared on the star system plot.

Vice Admiral Champion was still overseeing the alert and scrambling the nearest warships to the newcomer's arrival point when an order to stand-down came through.

"Sir, I don't understand," she said when the connection to White Station was established.

"I do. It's a friendly. You should be getting an IFF shortly," Admiral Irons stated.

"Ma'am, we're getting an IFF now," her A.I. stated as she opened her mouth to ask how the admiral had known that. "IFF is of a Federation prowler assigned to ONI."

"Ah. A test," she murmured.

"Something like that," Admiral Irons said over the tachyon link before disconnecting his end.

She shrugged as she turned to her people. "Pass the order to stand-down. Hot-wash on this …" she paused with a grimace, "unexpected exercise or whatever we can call it this afternoon."

"Aye aye, ma'am."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons was on hand as Admiral Subert oversaw the debrief. He had put Yorgi on administrative leave to let things cool down, so Phil handled the debrief of Colton and his team.

Due to the nature of their classified mission only a single encrypted message had been sent from the prowler the team called “The Bus.” He wasn't happy about it.

From the sound of it, Captain Colton wasn't happy about the mission outcome either. They'd spent twenty-five weeks on the mission to Lemnos and back. The team had taken three casualties, and the base complex had been destroyed by a remnant of the Xeno virus.

The good news was that they had managed to secure and bring back samples and a copy of the archives prior to Commander Howell's arrival. The changeling had not infected the hardware or archives. They had also gotten a look into some of the labs and some samples along with a few prototypes. He appreciated how thorough they were by even gathering up paper and other documents.

Everything was passed on to the cyber team for a thorough security vetting before it would be handed over to R&D. Just having something to compare their current archive to was worth the risk and losses in his eyes.

Admiral Irons nodded once the team's hot wash was complete. "I heard," he said when Phil turned to him after Colton's team had been dismissed. "So, despite the casualties and the loss of the base, it's a win."

Phil nodded. "Yes, sir, it looks that way. They could have been more careful, but it seems Colton knew that. He'd briefed everyone. Apparently, the virus had created a subnet with boobytraps that they tripped. They got caught up in the works after that."

"Agreed."

"So, what now?"

"I'm not sure what you mean," Admiral Irons said. "I've got plans for the data obviously."

"I meant what's next for the team. I offered the team some time off, but we're not sure about the next mission."

Admiral Irons' expression cleared as he finally caught on. "Their next mission is in Pi. I need them there ASAP."

"Ah. Well then, that means they need to get moving. They are going to spend a lot of time in transit. I can give them liberty while the ship is unloaded, replenished, and serviced. They will need to be fully stocked to make it to Pi."

Admiral Irons nodded. "Right. And you'll need to replace the dead crew. They can assimilate on the journey out."

"Yes, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Sprite lead the archive check. Fletcher and other A.I. took on some of the more detailed analysis. Once the archive and all electronic files the team had recovered were cleared, she turned her attention to the Bus itself. The onboard A.I. verified its firewalls had functioned perfectly as designed. That was a relief.

Sprite was amused when she checked in on the comparison project. They were comparing the data sets between what they'd brought back with them the first time and the new download. Files were already being highlighted for further review while others were being passed on. From Captain Wong's emails, she could tell the R&D teams were practically frothing at the mouth to get their hands on the data.

That data would most likely not have a major impact on the war effort. But it might go a long way to improving the navy in the future.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Nara was on hand when they did a biopsy of the patient's speech centers. Doctor Ferguson was thorough; he took multiple samples from different locations.

Nara let him do the work and then took the samples to the scope. "Okay, let's see what we're looking at," she said, loading the first dish. The case was a curious one; the IT comm tech's file didn't make sense.

She'd even considered a psychosomatic response given his stress load. But the psyches had ruled it out. So had the scans, something had definitely gone wrong. What was the first question. How to fix it was the next one. But to fix it they had to know what went wrong.

"Okay, I'm looking at sample one; you took this from his speech center. There are no signs of cancer. The neurons are scrambled though," she said, looking at the scope. "But it's not cancer. Okay, let's see the USI sample," she said.

Once the nurse had loaded the next sample, she looked through the scope. She saw a mess, not the orderly organic circuitry she'd encountered before. When she probed it, she got an unexpected response. "I'm in. You got a memory cell, I'm checking …," she paused when the screen flashed red. She stepped back as her A.I. came to the fore.

"Danger! Xeno virus!" her A.I. stated. Alarms began to go off in the room and through the hospital. She turned as she sucked in a shocked breath to see the room lock down.

"What the hell did we just find?" one of the nurses demanded.

"It's a corrupted implant. The Xeno virus somehow got into his implant and was trying to rewrite his brain," the commodore stated as she forced herself to take another look to confirm the diagnosis.

Security personnel were arriving outside the doors. She noted the stern looks from the windows. She waved them off. "Chase, let them know we're safe. It's contained," she stated.

"The equipment has to be firewalled, Doctor," her A.I. stated.

Nara nodded and hunted for the ODN plug. When she found it, she yanked it out of the scanner and then dropped it to the floor. "Any problems in the hospital net?"

"Nothing so far. A full scrub has been ordered," Chase stated.

"What just happened?" Commander Ferguson said as he pulled out.

"Like I said, the Xeno Wraith virus got into his implants somehow. They tried to take over."

"You aren't serious!" Commander Ferguson stared at her. He was a Bekian medic, and he had thought he'd been at the pinnacle of medical care until he'd left his home star system. He'd thought he'd seen it all until encountering implant tech.

Now he was terrified by the tech. It was his worst nightmare come true. He looked down at the sleeping patient with revulsion written all over his face.

A nurse stepped back into a tray and knocked it to the floor. The clatter made everyone jump.

"He's not infectious," Nara stated. "You've known about him for weeks. As long as you don't try to interface with him, you'll be fine."

"That's not very reassuring, Doctor," a nurse said dubiously.

"Are you sure?" the surgeon asked, looking at her as she stripped off her gloves.

"I am. I just did some research. During the Xeno war, the Xenos tried to corrupt people. Admiral Irons instituted protections in military and government personnel. Apparently, the A.I. figured that out and went a tier down to a civilian."

"Oh, my frackin’ …"

"I know. The scary part is, is he patient zero? Is he just the first among many? Or is he only the first we know of? How many are going unreported? How many chalk up what is happening to overdoing it? Seeing things? Auditory and visual hallucinations?"

"Those were some of the symptoms. I didn't know there is a link from the speech center to vision."

"Then you must have brushed through the lessons about the USI."

"USI?"

"It's … look it up. I don't have time," Nara said with a grimace as Chase set off a reminder of her schedule on her HUD. She was going to have to deal with security first though. "Chase, tell them I'm going to run late," she said, looking at the people outside the room. "We've got some explaining to do. You need to keep him quarantined and then extract the USI and his speech centers and grow new ones."

The surgeon nodded dumbly.

Nara frowned. "I've got to get going. But you know what the cause is. Look up the solution. Don't do anything until I get back to you; ONI will want to be involved." He nodded. "I'll need to talk to Admiral Heals Quickly, Doctor Kraft, and the rest of the navy to put out a warning or something."

"Yes, ma'am."

"We'll need a screening process … damn, this just got messy."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Lovely."

"Sorry to bring you bad news, ma'am."

"Not as sorry as I am or for your patient or for others like him," Nara said.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Nara couldn't connect directly to Admiral Heals Quickly; he was in transit. Instead, she managed to connect to Doctor Kraft. She briefed the surgeon general with a quick conversation and then forwarded the patient's chart and her files on the incident as she finished with the hospital administration.

Doctor Kraft immediately brought the story to Admiral Irons and ONI. Admiral Irons brought in Nara, Sprite, and others in the cyber intrusion team on board. "So, the Wraith is trying to what, create a changeling?" he asked once they were fully briefed.

"It's possible. It could also be looking for ways to get information or store parts of itself off the grid or force a tech or someone to turn a blind eye to it. I think I read something about zombies? Zombie mold?" Nara said.

"I know what you are referring to," Captain Sprite stated. "Terran, though it has happened on other worlds. The parasite takes over the host and directs it to do their bidding. It happened during the First A.I. war with cyborgs. It also happened at other times. In fact, it was a favored assassination technique at one point."

Many of the people in the conference winced.

"So, how did this happen?"

"I'm not sure. NCIS and ONI will need to look at the patient's history and retrace his steps. In order to rewrite the royal jelly, he had to have come into contact with nanites at some period," Nara explained.

"Contaminated nanites. Medical or industrial?" Captain Sprite asked.

"No idea," Nara replied.

"We'll look for both. I'm pulling his files now," Admiral Subert stated. "That way we'll know where he's been."

"Good."

"How do we treat this? And how do we handle the public? There is going to be a backlash," the surgeon general warned.

"I'm going to work with Commander Ferguson to remove the afflicted material and then grow replacement tissue and a USI. We can then look at the material for further research," Nara stated. "As far as the public is concerned …," she spread her hands apart in supplication. "We can't sit on this. Classified is good and bad. If it gets out, we'd really catch it in the neck."

"Great."

"If we do let this out, it could cause a panic," Captain Sprite stated.

"You mean it will, given how organics think about something that could potentially eat them and turn them into zombies," Fletcher stated.

Many of the organics in the virtual chat didn't look happy at that. They didn't dispute it either though.

"Work with the press secretaries to form a coherent message. One on point that doesn't downplay the threat but can keep panic to a minimum," Admiral Irons stated. "This is limited to implant techs?"

"IT techs. With exposure to nanotech."

"Lovely. Another reason to fear nanotech," Admiral Irons sighed.

"I know," Nara said with a shake of her head. "The good news is nanotech can be the solution too," she stated.

"How do you figure?" the surgeon general asked.

"She means having a nanotech immune system layer. One that would find threats like this and eliminate them before they became a hazard to the host," Admiral Irons stated.

The surgeon general frowned. "I don't know how we can sell that."

"We are already using it," Captain Sprite stated. He blinked. "It's been used for over a decade on ET after the Xeno attack there. And it is now in use in Tau. Commodore Richards made it clear she was going to use it there to fight off the plagues."

"Ah. I must have missed that," Doctor Kraft murmured.

"Sometimes people think the cure can be worse than the disease. In some circumstances they can be right. But not in this one. In order to move forward safely, we need to figure this out. We can lay it out and require those most likely to be infected get a nanotech screening or whatever. Definitely screen them," Nara stated.

Heads nodded around the virtual chat.

"I suggest we have all of our ducks in a row before you go public with this. A proactive measured response showing we are ready with a plan will help keep panic to a minimum," Admiral Subert stated.

"Good point," Admiral Irons said with a nod. "And, on that note Protector is letting me know I've just about used up all the flex in my schedule for the day. If there is anything else I need to know right off, drop it in an email. Keep me up-to-date with the same," he said as the chat broke up.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Protector," Admiral Irons said once he was out of the chat. Protector nodded on his HUD. "Find out if that young man was in any way involved in the Shield download."

"I can tell you right off, no, sir. He is a civilian. He was being treated before the team returned."

"Ah."

"So, no, that download isn't the culprit. This is most likely a copy of the Wraith trying to find ways around our firewalls and security measures."

"Damn. But to do that they have to have some sort of intelligence to test things like this."

"Yes and no. Even an ant colony can keep trying until it finds a source of food. That doesn't mean they are fully sentient."

The admiral pursed his lips. "But it doesn't mean they aren't. Alert the other A.I. to be on the lookout and beware."

"Understood, as always, Admiral," Protector stated.

"All right, now that we've gotten that going, what else?"

"Well …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

May oversaw the new replacement personnel. The crew of the Bus was also swapping out a junior helmsman for a chimera with water dweller genes. His record said he was a good driver, which she appreciated. He'd run a courier for a year before putting in for something else.

She didn't cut any corners with him though, having him run a couple of sims just to see what he was capable of. Despite not being a full water dweller, his little tricks and skills told her right off that he should be able to shave weeks off of their impending journey to Pi as well as future jumps.

She turned to Colton. "All packed?"

"Yeah."

"Did you expect them to send us to the front?" she asked.

He shrugged. "They send us to where we're needed the most. Obviously, Pi is where they think that is, so we go where we're told. I spent a day of my liberty gathering material, including a lot of vids and e-books. How about you?"

"I have a few tricks up my sleeve to pass the time. Like a new sunlamp and a VR sim of a nice sandy beach," she said.

"Oh? Well, maybe I'll share it with you," he said.

"If you behave you just might," she said, lips puckering in an almost smile.

"Of course, I could just hang back and see if you get a sunburn," he said with a grin. "Or what a tan with a VR headset looks like," he said, making a mask motion with his index and middle finger spread.

She snorted as she turned at the sound of a clatter in the hatch.

"I got it," a testy voice said. She raised an eyebrow as Fitz came into the gangway propping a stack of parts. He had another under one arm. Simmons had her hands full too. Mack was pushing something on a grav cart.

"All set?"

"Just about."

"Got toys to play with?"

"Oh, and downloads, classes, all sorts of stuff to pass the time," Simmons replied congenially. "I had to prod someone into downloading more than what he could from the Lemnos files," she said, nudging her partner.

"All set," Daisy said, pushing her own cart and pulling another.

"Geeze, got enough, Daisy?" Phil asked with a shake of his head.

"The software is nothing. This is food supplies. The replicated chocolate is nothing compared to the real thing," Daisy replied.

Fitz and Simmons gave each other a stricken look. They scrambled madly to put their stuff down and rush back to the shuttle.

Mae just sighed and shook her head. "I'll let them know we're going to delay the departure a couple more hours," she said.

Phil raised an eyebrow at her. "Really?"

"Hell, yes! I'm not going to suffer with that replicated chocolate either!"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sprite talked to Fletcher about the clones during a few mutually free processor cycles. Fletcher reminded her that the clones were not Xeno in origin. "Yes, I know; we've confirmed that."

"Consider this then," Fletcher stated. "Why would the Xenos shotgun clones across the area? The equivalent amount of nanotech could do far more damage!"

"I've stated that the Xenos are not responsible. Who is then?"

"Organics are the most probable suspect. They are doing it for reasons of their own. You know organics can be troublesome to understand or predict," he stated, sending her a series of emojis.

"True," she replied, sending back her response emojis.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Skeletor snarled. He was on the run so all of his offensive plans were on hold or scrapped. That damn Agent Prince busybody and the Eternian Master at Arms were looking for him with the FBI. They had gotten uncomfortably close, so he had to go deeper underground and wait them out.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Professor Gwildor grinned as he finished his latest missive to Professor Eldor. Work on his research was progressing smoothly. They had managed to eliminate a lot of false leads and paths with the help of Admiral Irons. Refining the simulations had allowed them to create a series of tests he wanted to perform in the real world.

He had also developed a plan to create more refined gravitational and hyperspace sensors. That would take time though; he was a theoretical physicist not an engineer. He was trying to consult with the experts and pull more people on board his team.

It was taking time, but he was pretty sure he had the time to spare.
  


 



Chapter 29
 

New Horizon

Captain Firefly examined the logs and star system plot in under half a second. That was unusually long for the A.I., but he had spent a few milliseconds checking on the status of each of the prize ships.

Sicily had escorted twenty-three fresh prize ships into his AO pushing his prize row back to sixty-three ships. Many of the ships had been packed with pirate lords and their families. It seemed like his recent release of twenty prize ships to Garth recently had been timed nicely. They would pass Fifth Fleet somewhere along the line to Garth. One of the ships had been outfitted as a prison ship with the Horathian prisoners on board. He'd been forced to set up two more prison ships once Sicily's flotilla had arrived however.

The problem wasn't that the ships weren't mobile; it was that his prize crews were limited, specifically, his bridge crews. He could mount personnel for skeleton watches but not enough to crew the ship all the way to Garth comfortably. Many were very slow. The twenty-three new ships had prize crews on them. He had already issued orders for those ships to head to Garth once they were resupplied.

Unfortunately, that would leave Winterspell's CruRon short of personnel for several more months. There was nothing he could do about that. Even with the personnel from the transport Pyrax had sent, all of his ships were short on personnel. The prize ships were turning into something of a case of “too much of a good thing.”

And, contrary to Admiral Irons' off-the-cuff remark about possibly sun scuttling the ships, he had no intention of doing so unless forced or ordered. It wasn't the ship's fault that they'd been in enemy hands.

Based on the latest report from the Admiralty, he was fully expecting to lose his destroyers. And the two with Sicily would most likely also be taken from Captain Misipeka. In fact he fully expected the six destroyers to be used to form a new Desron for Fifth Fleet. All six ships were fleet defense ships after all; their true mission was in defending a fleet, not trying to play pirate hunter.

The Admiralty, however, had not sent anything in the pipeline to replace his quartet of destroyers. And he was pretty certain Admiral V'r'z'll was not going to trade for them. That meant he would need to find a way to cover all of the jump points and the prize ships with four less ships. If the Admiralty ordered his CEVs to begin moving planes between Garth and Finagle, he was really going to be in trouble. For the moment he was counting on keeping at least one of them.

He had confirmed that he was going to hang on to his support ships as well as Voyager and Shredder for the time being, though Shredder's long-term status was still up in the air.

He pulled up a star system map and looked at it once more. His six-hundredth simulation had completed. It looked like his plan to place Shredder in orbit, Voyager on the Hinata jump point, and Firefly on patrol was his best option once Fifth Fleet took Finagle. He wouldn't have any coverage on two of the jump points but both were supposed to be secure. He wouldn't have anything immediately available to support Voyager, however, hence the simulations.

He had created an increasingly difficult force for Voyager to handle until he found a breaking point. Now that he had one in mind, he cut orders for Voyager to not engage anything larger in mass than herself nor more than five ships of destroyer class or smaller at the same time. And only one of her own class. If anything came in larger, he had cut strict orders for Captain Janeway to run silent and stalk them or to run and let them chase her into the engagement zone of Shredder's wing.

She was free to engage any privateer or other ship. If she couldn't disable them, she was to drive them into the inner star system and the arms of the other ships.

He had just finished the wording of the order and logged it when CIC reported an unexpected arrival at the Bd1r17 jump point.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Misipeka wasn't the only one to sigh in relief at the sight of Sicily's IFF. So, for whatever reason the carrier and her consorts were still there. That was a relief. He had delayed his departure from Bd1r17 to see if the enemy would follow and if the carrier would arrive. He had been worried about the carrier force encountering the enemy force unprepared. There had been no sign of their return though, so he'd finally given in and jumped.

He knew he was going to catch flack over Finagle. And by rights he could have and should have detached a cruiser with the news to New Horizon. But he'd figured “in for a penny, in for a pound” so he'd kept his force concentrated.

"Comm, warm up the tachyon transceiver and let them know we've got company coming soon. Then send our logs."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The eight IFFs of the Winterspell CruRon immediately told Firefly something was wrong and trouble was brewing. He sent a signal to the Admiralty through the ansible just as they received a ping from Winterspell's tachyon transmission.

It took a full minute to download the short report from Captain Misipeka due to the long distance involved and the redundancy to assure proper reception. It was indeed a warning of trouble coming behind them.

Captain Firefly moved a copy of the report into his memory and examined it carefully. He was now glad he had kept Sicily. He would now need her and her wing to work with his other forces to take the enemy down.

He accessed his strategic planning archives and found several plans that were similar to the current force mix of each side. He reset the timer of the system plot, then the numbers and locations of the ships and then uploaded the simulations into the tactical computers for proper processing. Guns would of course want to see the results.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

That's a tough nut to crack," Shredder's Captain Lessa Galvin said as the captains got together for a conference four days later. "I'm not saying we can't take them; I'm just not thrilled about the mass involved."

"Especially on the other side," Captain Kenji Wong of Dunatis said in agreement.

"I think we can take them. I had to follow orders though and withdraw," Captain Misipeka stated.

"You were correct there. In other matters we'll discuss your choice of decisions in private later," Captain Firefly stated. A few of the other captains chimed in with support. There was never any chance that they'd want to just let the enemy pass by.

"How do we handle this, sir?" Captain Janeway asked. "Do we run them off?"

"I plan to stop them cold," Captain Firefly stated.

"If they see us, they might run," Captain Wong warned. "I doubt they'd be afraid of Dunatis, but the carriers would probably spook them."

"We're going to keep them under wraps. I have run several simulations, and my tactical department has refined my plan. I'm going to release it to each of you to go over," Firefly stated. "We're going to have to play this just right. That means using the prize ships as cheese and the Winterspell CruRon as ineffective and ready to run."

Captain Misipeka sputtered.

"I can't wait to see the rest of this plan," Captain Galvin said with a grin in her voice.

"The carrier wings will take the bulk of the primary attack force. I expect the enemy to run when they see them. We'll stage the fighters from the other ships through your carriers to supplement your forces …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Misipeka fully expected to be called out on revealing Bek. He wasn't disappointed either. He hadn't tried to hide it or bury it. In fact he'd drawn attention to it in his report.

What he hadn't expected was to be called out on the carpet by none other than Admiral Irons through the ansible with Captain Firefly in for good measure.

"Sir!"

"Can it. I read your report, all of it. You do realize you provided intelligence to the enemy?" Admiral Irons demanded.

Jed grimaced. He hadn't anticipated the level of heat rounds coming his way. Ever since he'd gotten into New Horizon, he'd been catching up on events. Things were not going well for Bek or the Admiralty publicly. But he'd anticipated the attack the moment he'd opened his mouth in Finagle. "If you want to level the charge, sir, do so. I took a calculated risk. I needed to hook them. I needed something solid and convincing enough that any voice stress analysis would tell them I'm telling the truth. I admit, I also wanted to scare the piss out of them. And I wanted to give White Knight his shot."

"A chance that didn't pan out obviously."

"No. And that sucks."

"And the information you provided?"

"If I may, sir, I'd like to point out a few things."

"And they are?"

"Well, one, Bek is not on any map, nor in the Encyclopedia Galactica. Two, the pirates have been up and down and sideways all over this sector and every other one by now. So, if someone mentions an unknown star system, how likely are you to believe them?"

"Point. Points plural," Captain Firefly acknowledged.

"I'm not done, sir. I added the bits about battle moons deliberately to emphasize that. Without anything to substantiate what I said, they won't know if it is true. Knowing the construction rate of a battle moon, they will most likely laugh it off as propaganda and disregard it."

"A calculated risk," Firefly stated.

"We organics tend to use them from time to time too, sir," the captain stated.

"It's still giving the enemy information. Information I'd rather they didn't have," Admiral Irons stated.

"Yes, sir. Passing on the POW list is or should be SOP. And I needed a method of allowing my A.I. to pass on the viral packs. It didn't work though," Jed stated. He grimaced. "I admit, sir, I had gambled on the cyber-attack working or at least damaging the enemy's records."

"Plan for victory and defeat," Captain Firefly stated. "It was, however, a worthy goal."

Admiral Irons image stared at him. Finally he spoke. "You can make your arguments in court later. I won't relieve you; that's up to Captain Firefly at the moment. For the time being, you have a job to do stopping that force."

"If they continue to march south, sir."

"I think it behooves you and all of us for someone to find out. Soon."

"Aye aye, sir. I am already planning on their arrival," Captain Firefly stated.

"Good. Keep me posted. I want them stopped cold."

"That is my intention, sir. With Winterspell's CruRon on hand, I am fairly certain we can bait them into coming into the trap."

"Good. If you have to run them down, do so. I don't want any of those ships getting away," Admiral Irons said before he signed off.
  


 



Chapter 30
 

Admiral Quartermain's flotilla arrived at the outer edge of the Bd1r17 jump point in an almost perfect diamond formation. The twelve ships were arrayed with the four battle cruisers at the center in a X-Z diamond. A hundred thousand kilometers out the four heavy cruisers were stacked vertically in a Z-Y formation, and the four light cruisers were out from them in another X-Z diamond two hundred thousand kilometers out covering the flanks.

"Remain at battle stations until we've got a solid sensor sweep of the star system. Engineering, I want any excess power feeding our hyper capacitors in case we need a fast getaway," the admiral ordered.

A series of aye ayes answered his orders.

The admiral frowned. He had brought his people in high and near the outer edge to make sure that he wasn't in any kill basket. He had heard about too many ambushes and didn't want his command to fall to the same fate.

So far so good though. As the ships cleared their hyper wakes, their sensors began to get clearer readings further and further out. His second greatest fear was that he'd drop out near an enemy ambush force. After all, if he was in charge of such an ambush, he would have placed them behind and above and below the enemy's projected arrival point to hit them.

But again, it was quiet.

"We're getting some neutrino readings in the inner star system near the planet's second moon. It looks like a cluster of ships. We can't sort them out at this range and resolution, sir," CIC reported.

The admiral glanced at the plot and pursed his lips thoughtfully. After a moment he nodded. "Keep me posted and do better."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Misipeka stroked the armrests of his chair as the plot was updated with the arrival of the enemy force. So, they had followed him.

Interesting he thought. How far were they willing to go? Had they resupplied in Finagle?

"Sir, reaction?"

"Go with Alpha One," the captain ordered. In the absence of orders from the flagship, he stuck to the basic plan. "Here we go."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Recon platforms near the jump point are giving us a feed now, sir," the communications tech reported.

"I see it," Captain Firefly stated.

"Oh, um, yes, sir. Sorry."

"You are following protocol. Continue to do so," the A.I. stated as he quickly moved a copy of the data into his own memory. The enemy had come in high and near the outer edge of the jump point. He'd been tempted to arrange an ambush there but was now glad he hadn't. The carriers would have been near that point and would have been vulnerable. Also, the enemy could have run.

No, for this to work they had to get them to come in closer, trapping themselves in the confines of the inner star system.

"Sir, Winterspell has activated Alpha One," the same tech reported.

He accessed the information. "Very good."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The admiral frowned thoughtfully when his staff only reported the sighting of the cluster of what had to be prize ships and the cruisers near them. He couldn't help but briefly wonder if Silver Tongue Devil or Trembling Timmy were among them. Are any of the crew still alive? He shook himself gently. No, not Silver Tongue Devil. According to the courier report, the cruiser had paid in blood sacrifice to let the courier escape B-88r. If anyone had survived, the Feds had most likely already shipped them home.

That most likely included his cousin's son, Ford.

He couldn't help but be drawn in to rescue prize ships. There had to be dozens of lords and families there, which meant rewards beyond measure. He even had a wild daydream of rescuing them and then escorting the ships into Sigma and screwing Horath and his mission.

First things first.

"Deploy recon drones. We need to know more about what we're up against. I can't believe there are just the cruisers we encountered in Finagle here. They had to have had some sort of picket here too. Keep our eyes peeled."

His chief of staff nodded and then began to issue the orders.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Firefly noted that the enemy was remaining near the Bd1r17 jump point. They had yet to take the bait. When the TACO commented on it, he appeared on the bridge. "Don't worry about it. You organics take a little longer to process things than A.I. do. He's being cautious."

Commander Wasabi Tashiro blinked. "Aye aye, sir."

"Should we try to entice him more, sir?" The ATO asked.

"How so?" the A.I. captain asked.

"If we make it look like we're going to destroy the ships …"

"We're not going to scuttle them. Tempting but no."

"I meant if we make it appear as if we're prepared to do so they might move."

"They must know that they are too far out to affect any attempt at scuttling ships. And killing helpless POWs isn't in our nature," Commander Tashiro stated.

"Oh, point, sorry, sir," Lieutenant Commander Claudia Sloan said.

"Don't stop having ideas. Just think them through a bit," Captain Firefly stated as he disappeared.

Commander Tashiro looked at Claudia, shrugged, and then went back to his duties. After a moment she did too.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Misipeka grimaced. The Alpha One plan was for his squadron to remain with the pickets and move shuttles as if they are moving people off the prize ships in an orderly evacuation. No doubt due to the distances involved the enemy couldn't see the shuttles. But the hidden recon drones near the jump point had reported the enemy had launched their own recon drones to probe the inner star system. That was fine.

Would they attempt to make contact with the planet? He wasn't certain.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Six hours after their arrival, Admiral Quartermain had a better idea of what was going on in the inner star system.

One enemy tin can of an unknown class had been spotted racing in from the Hinata jump point. She was headed to the Bf996 jump point. Two other tin cans of an unknown type were with the enemy CruRon near the picket ships. No doubt they had been serving as a picket in the star system. There were sixty-three prize ships and what appeared to be an orderly evacuation going on. That told him the enemy had manned some sort of skeleton watch on each ship.

It also left the question of what they were doing with the people who had been on the ships. Were they evacuating them too? A warship's life support could handle a lot, but where were they putting them all? Why not take one or more of the ships with them? Something didn't add up.

"Sir, we are estimating we've got another six hours before they manage to complete their evacuation. What do we do?"

"We're not going to head directly for them," the admiral stated. He frowned, pursing his lips thoughtfully as he examined the stellar plot. "Nav," he turned to the navigator. "I want two plots, no, make it three. One to the prize ships. Another to the Bf996 jump point."

"And the third, sir?"

"I want a way to skip if we can."

"Sir?"

"You heard me. I want to skip to the Bf996 jump point or that vicinity if we can."

The navigator blinked uncertainly and then frowned.

"Can you do it?"

"I don't know, sir. I know we won't hold formation. And I know that it’s highly dangerous. Let me run the numbers and get back to you."

"Understood. Get on it."

"Aye aye, sir."

The admiral turned to his staff tactical officer. "Given that, come up with a plan for a running engagement. If we can get some speed on them and get ahead of them, I want to pin them down and trap them. Something tells me that the moment we move, they'll be forced to fish or cut bait."

He scowled and turned back to the navigator. "Factor in how long it will take them to get to the Bf996 jump point. I want a running course update and a window for how long it would take them to get there versus us."

"Understood, sir."

"That's the window we need to know," the admiral said, turning back to the commander. The commander nodded. "Once we move the pressure will be on them to wrap it up and run."

"Then shouldn't we do that now, sir?"

"I want to know if we can skip," the admiral stated. He glanced at the navigator. The screen above the lieutenant showed a feed with dead plots. "It doesn't look too promising though."

"No, sir," the commander said turning slowly to the plot and then back to the admiral. "Given that the jump point is on the other side of the primary, I don't see how we can pull it off."

"If we had water dwellers as I'd wanted, we might have been able to do it. I understand Irons did it with a single Ssilli," Admiral Quartermain grumbled. "I knew I should have held out for at least one," he said.

The commander blinked but said nothing.

The admiral turned back to the navigator. "Stop wasting time on the skip. Focus on the fastest course to the Bf996 jump point and the window of opportunity we have."

"Aye aye, sir. Running the numbers and plot now."

"Good. Get it done quickly," he said as he turned back to the commander. "This just turned into an old-fashioned horse race."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Getting underway right away made the enemy cruisers suddenly scramble. He was no doubt driving the Feds off of the prize ships before they had planned, thus forcing them to cut their losses and run. As he watched an hour later, the plot lit up as their neutrino signatures began to move. It took a minute for CIC to get enough of a reading for the navigational department to plot a projected course.

Twenty-three of the prize ships were going with the CruRon. As expected, it was to the Bf996 jump point. The addition of the prize ships meant they were slower than they should be though. It meant it was a race his people might be able to win.

He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. "I don't like it; it's too easy."

"I know, sir. It's spooky how they are falling back. They aren't targeting the prize ships either," Commander Jaffa stated.

"They no doubt still have civilians on them. They couldn't have gotten them all off and stuffed into their ships. That means they won't want to harm them."

"Sir?"

The admiral turned to his staff tactical officer. "The Feds are a bit more squeamish than we are."

"Oh, yes, right, sir," she said with a nod.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Three days into the chase the two carrier forces finally managed to make it into their respective positions. They'd had to maneuver carefully, keeping their power at minimum. The cruisers and destroyers had done their best to draw the enemy's attention on them. No doubt the enemy would be looking for an ambush though.

On the eve of the fourth day, Captain Firefly authorized the CAGs to make their move. Within minutes the first interceptors began to launch from the carriers.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The interceptor pilots had eighteen hours to carefully maneuver to point Baker. There they received the go signal from the CAG. When that happened, they unmasked to draw out the enemy fighters. Some likened it to deliberately whacking a hornet's nest.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain saw the fighters above and below him coming in and realized he was about to be ambushed. He immediately scrambled to get his fighters out.

The good news was that it was a single squadron coming from each direction. The bad news was that he'd read all the reports on the effectiveness of the enemy's fighters compared to his own. His command had the latest generation of Cutlass fighters, but he was certain that wouldn't be enough.

His twelve ships could put out sixty fighters, eight each from his four battle cruisers, four each from his other cruisers. It could have been sixty-eight but he'd opted for more counter missiles and supplies in the smaller ships. He was starting to wonder if he would regret that decision when the fighters began to launch and form up in long loops around his command.

"Battle stations complete. We're set for fighter defense, sir," his chief of staff reported.

"Order thirty fighters to go after each of the enemy squadrons. I don't care if they drive them off or kill them. Use superior numbers to make them think twice."

"Aye aye, sir."

"They had to have come from somewhere. There has to be another force, two forces around," the admiral said thoughtfully as he turned to his staff TACO. Commander Jaffa nodded. "Find them. Launch recon drones on a back trace of those fighters. We need to know what we're up against."

"Aye aye, sir. We're going to start running short of recon drones soon, sir."

The admiral shrugged. "We'll deal with that later. In this case it's use them or lose them."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Despite the disparity in force sizes, the Federation interceptors stayed on mission. They were outnumbered by two and a half to one but they had surprise on their side. The federation fighter's superior tech, superior fighters, and training more than outmatched the enemy fighters. They also had the range advantage, firing a swarm of missiles in the opening engagement.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Nedila saw the fighters dying not in ones and twos but in droves in their initial engagement. They were not so much as driving the enemy fighters off as they were blunting their attack with their own sacrifices. She wanted to close her eyes in pain but couldn't. Somewhere out there was the true attack. The enemy must have screwed up somehow to throw off their timing this badly.

Either that or they were deliberately taking out their fighters to leave the road open … her eyes widened and then she stabbed the key linking her to the flag bridge. "Admiral, do you realize they are going to kill our fighters and leave us vulnerable to whatever comes next?"

"I just realized that too. Nothing we can do about it now," the admiral rumbled back. After a moment the line was cut.

She shook her head as she looked back at the engagement. He was right. Damn it, she hated it, but he was right.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Prichard maneuvered his fighter like a surgeon for an off-bore lock. He looked through his hull to lock on to the enemy fighter and then thumbed the trigger key to fire a missile at an enemy fighter sixty degrees off of the direct line of sight of the missile nose cone and sensors. Thrust vectoring in the fighter and missile allowed them to remain locked on to the enemy and drive their attack home while he focused on another target with ruthless efficiency.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The dogfight was short and brutal with the three surviving enemy fighters breaking off and attempting to return to the safety of their motherships. None managed to survive to get back into range of them. The cruisers fired spreads of war shot at the federation fighters, but they maneuvered away and got clear without taking damage.

Only one federation fighter had been lost, six damaged, and one had been crippled in the engagement. Her pilot managed to get her clear of the enemy's course before her engines gave out. Nervously she set off her IFF and waited for SAR to come and rescue her.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once the enemy fighter threat was nullified, the bombers moved in. Two of the enemy recon drones got a sighting of the bombers before they were destroyed.

The hopes of achieving complete surprise were dashed when the enemy force began to radically alter their course to throw them off.

The respective CAGs had known this was a possibility; after all, the fighter dogfight would have tipped their hand to anyone. But they still bore in for the attack.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain pounded on his armrest in frustration as the bad news continued to pour in. "It just gets better and better," he snarled in impotent fury. The enemy had played him well, sucking his fighters out and then blowing the spit out of them with their own. His ships had thus been uncovered for the bombers to come in to strike.

Judging from the axis of the forces involved, there had to be two carriers out there. The sizes of the forces told him that they had to be CEVs; there was no way this many ships could come from the cruisers.

Judging from their incoming vectors, one was ahead of him, the other behind. They'd pinned him in a pincer. No doubt they planned to focus the majority of their attack on his biggest ships, his battle cruisers.

He ran the navigational plot as his staff scrambled to defend against the coming threats. If he tried to retreat, he would get run down and chewed up. If he tried to run forward, he'd be running a gauntlet with the enemy carrier behind him to harry him along and the CruRon ahead. It was a catch 22.

Even as he realized that CIC reported the CruRon had stopped running and had turned. He nodded in grudging admiration. Whoever had planned the engagement was good, damn good.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Firefly checked the status of the engagement and battle zone. Sicily had Voyager and Dunatis near for support. His ship and Cockatrice were guarding Shredder. Sword Breaker and her division mate were laying low while guarding the four support ships near the Bf996 jump point.

So far, the battle was playing out like a textbook trap. Sicily's force was behind and above the enemy force, driving them forward. His was ahead and below while moving towards the enemy on a convergent force. If the enemy tried to run in either direction, the other force would perform a loop and then follow. No doubt they'd lose ground in the process of performing the loop, but they'd be available to perform SAR for this battle zone while also putting themselves on the tail of what would most likely be a wounded and therefore slower enemy. He had plenty of fuel to spare from the platforms they had in the star system.

No matter which direction the enemy jumped, they were doomed. He was curious if the enemy's commander would play it out until the end or throw in the towel as Terrans liked to say. If he had any empathy for his people, he'd likely see that he was done and surrender in order to save as many lives as he could.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain forced himself to relax as he locked his helmet on and adjusted his gloves. The bomber strike was due in less than a minute. He checked his seals and then gave the officer of the watch a thumbs-up.

His ship was the rearmost battle cruiser and also the flagship so naturally she was a target for one of the enemy squadrons. As he watched the Mitchell class bombers split into groups of four. Two of the bomber quartets went after his ship and Hatak; the other quartet seemed to focus on the light and heavy cruisers.

Spreading the love he thought. For that he could only be grateful. It took him a moment to realize it wasn't all good. The ships engaged would be fighting for their own lives and therefore not focused on overall defense of the flotilla.

Behind the bombers another force of general purpose Cobra class fighters seemed to be lining up for their own torpedo or strafing runs.

"Frack me," a tech muttered as the ship's sensors became awashed in snow as the enemy began to deploy jammers and strobing ECM to blind them to what was coming.

"Point Defense has lost lock. The enemy bombers altered course as the ECM went off; we're trying to regain lock …"

The admiral just sat back and listened, knowing he was now just a passenger while his people did their best to fight his ship.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Lessa Galvin wasn't thrilled about the losses to her wing. She knew the CAG was less than thrilled as well. Of the twenty-four bombers and twenty-four fighters that had made runs on the enemy force they'd gotten half back. But they had crippled four of the ships and battered two into derelicts. Unfortunately, only one of the cripples had been one of the battle cruisers. A hot wash from the various tactical departments had come to a consensus that the battle cruiser hadn't been the enemy flagship.

Captain Cuts Sharply over on Sicily had done marginally better with only eleven craft lost, two damaged. His boys and girls had managed to inflict damage on three ships, crippling one and making three kills. None of the kills had been battle cruisers though.

As she scanned the video feeds of the hangar decks swarming with activity, a motion out of the corner of her eye and then a blinking dot on her HUD told her that something had changed. She turned to look at the system plot.

The fighters from the cruisers and destroyers were out there pretending to try to set up for another strafing run. But the change was in the enemy's course; they'd apparently made up their mind and had altered course. They were going to perform a loop around the star system's primary and a sling shot around one of the planets before heading to the Bd1f17 jump point. "So, they are running," she murmured.

"Looks that way," the ship's A.I. stated.

"Make sure the CAGs are coordinating the next attack. We've winnowed their screen but we've taken some damage. I'm concerned about our long-range mission if we lose more of our wing."

"Aye aye, ma'am. Captain Firefly has indicated we are to continue pursuit and run the enemy down."

She grunted. "Understood." She wasn't happy about having the A.I. in charge. She couldn't help but feel like he lacked empathy for the boys and girls out there fighting and dying. She knew she was supposed to rely on her training. They were there to do the job and yes, dying might happen. She still didn't have to like it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Firefly checked the tactical report. No changes as of his last check.

He regretted not attritioning the enemy. He'd allowed the CAGs to focus on the battle cruisers over taking the enemy apart piecemeal. Now they had fewer craft to do the job.

But they had done a good job of crippling and damaging the enemy. Of the five enemy ships lost in the first and second engagement, all but one of them were light cruisers. The battle cruisers were tougher customers, but the enemy commander had to know that he was done. The course he'd put himself on would take a week to get to the distant jump point.

Meanwhile his forces were consolidating. He'd pulled the support ships forward now that it was a pursuit. He'd considered but rejected sending Winterspell's CruRon on ahead to the jump point as a blocking force. The twenty-three prize ships would continue on course and leave for Garth.

The two CEVs had two more good strikes in them left. The question was which ships to target? The three remaining heavy cruisers were all damaged at various levels. Any attack would no doubt take additional losses on his side, weakening the chances of any further attack getting through.

But his simulations stated that the enemy commander would believe they would continue to focus on his battle cruisers. Perhaps a shift in target was in order.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain ducked under wiring and then moved around some wreckage. He was smart enough not to touch the wiring even though he hadn't seen any signs of arcing. No doubt they were safe, but it was smart to take precautions.

Hatak had been lost with the three remaining heavy cruisers. There were life pods strewn in the wake of his remaining ships. The communication channels were filled with the desperate requests for rescue from the shipwrecked crew. He'd ordered his people to try to ignore it. Given that their communications were partially crippled, especially in the stern, that wasn't too hard an order to pull off.

The one good thing about all the life pods was that it would hopefully force the enemy to slow and allow their SAR to go out and rescue them. Not that he had much hope that it would slow them for long. His ships were being battered into wreckage, and they still had four days to get to the jump point.

Given that the enemy could easily outrun him even without his damage, the prospects of getting home were increasingly dim. The mission was doomed. He'd come to realize during the pounding that it had been doomed from the start.

"How are we?" he asked, coming upon the captain. Captain Nedila had been with him for years. She was solid and usually unflappable.

"In a word, bad, sir. They are concentrating on our weapons and engines. We've still got half of our drive rooms and half of our weapons, but the torpedo strikes have ripped a hole in our starboard flank beyond frame six-niner-five. The chief is assessing the damage, but from his hot wash it isn't good."

"That bad, eh?" the admiral rumbled.

She turned to him. "Yes, sir. Our structure in that area is what the chief calls iffy. And, a spike knocked out one reactor and half the hyperdrive capacitors," she said, turning to face him.

The admiral stared at her. "So, what you are telling me is that we might not be able to escape?" he asked.

She shook her head. "I don't know, sir," she admitted. The last bomber strafing run had taken out all of the heavy cruisers and one of the battle cruisers for good measure. The remaining three were limping badly. She had to admire the enemy's persistence even if she hated it and wished they'd all roast in hell for what they were doing to her beautiful ship.

The admiral stared at her for a long moment. She grimaced. "I don't know what to tell you, Kuresh," she murmured. "Run and die tired or turn and fight. It's your call. We'll follow you to hell; you know that."

He nodded and reached out to grip her shoulder. "Well, fortunately there is a third option," he said as he turned and made his way back to his flag bridge.

She was so tired she was only mildly surprised when the call to abandon ship came through their suits a short time later. Apparently, the admiral was going to abandon ship and scuttle their vessels to keep them out of the hands of the enemy.
  


 



Chapter 31
 

Antigua

Admiral Pashenkov dispatched a cruiser force from Protodon to hunt down the two enemy light cruisers somewhere between B-95a3 and Dead Drop. Scattered ion trails picked up by the passing convoys and reported on either end confirmed the ships were still haunting the passage.

He wanted to knock them out so he could reduce the B-95a3 picket as well as the convoy escorts. Currently, convoys only needed escorts from B-95a3 to Dead Drop, through Tau, Pi, and from Pyrax to New Horizon. The training Admiral Irons had the crews put through in running escort from Pyrax to Triang early on had been good for them. The ship's crews took on the duties like a well-oiled machine.

The convoys were making great headway in clearing out the backlog in Protodon. BuLogistics had stacked up a lot of material there rather than send it all to Dead Drop since they had been expecting there to be more battles in Dead Drop. Now that Garth had been taken and was being held, they were cleaning things out for the next step. Soon some of those ships would remain in Garth, which would slow the convoys down for a time.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Colonel Lyon wasn't the only one keenly interested in the SEAL sleepers in Pi sector. Rear Admiral Draven had also sparked an interest in them. He wrote a series of emails about getting the SEALs to Rho in order to tap into their vast institution of knowledge for the benefit of the SEAL community.

The admiral had a point of course. But getting them to Rho would take at least two years, quite possibly three, given that a courier would have to bring them the orders and find them, and then they'd have to traverse Pi sector from wherever they were to the jumping-off point.

He had been curious about Admiral Irons' reaction and thoughts. Admiral Irons had been quiet about the situation however. A lot of things were going on in Pi that he didn't understand. He did admit that Admiral Logan could no doubt use a SEAL team there.

He frowned as he checked the status. Admiral Draven had just squeaked under the wire to get his A.I. He was struggling to command the SEALs though. Joshua had heard through scuttlebutt that the admiral had stepped on a lot of toes with assuming SEAL status. Due to his high rank, no one was willing to call him out on it just yet.

Another problem was where the admiral was commanding the SEALs from. Antigua was the capital, but the SEALs were based out of Agnosta. Having a commanding officer try to exert command from so far away probably didn't sit well with some. He knew he'd hated it when he'd gotten orders from some paper pusher in Marine Recon back in the day.

He had been respectful of the admiral due to their disparity in rank. He was up for his first star next month however, and he knew through Captain Fletcher that Admiral Draven had been sternly warned to stay within his own wheelhouse.

It was still a complicated problem, one that a single bump in rank wasn't likely to solve. Something was going to have to give with the admiral because a certain cadre officer and head of the SpecOps wasn't about to give up his seat for any piker who thought that putting on a trident meant they could hang with the big boys.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Sprite checked on the status of Kittyhawk. The salvage ship had managed to make sufficient repairs to allow the escort carrier to return to B-95a3. Most of the personnel had been taken off by Danford earlier.

Many of the personnel were receiving counseling and liberty on Protodon or elsewhere. Admiral Irons had made a special inquiry on them. Everyone on the ship had received a promotion. At least three of the officers were considering early retirement.

That would be a shame and a loss to the Admiralty. She wrote an email to BUPERS to get them to suggest that the personnel be offered training positions or reservist postings before accepting retirement. At least that way they could still pass on their valuable hard earned knowledge base.

She was amused when the email was kicked back by Admiral Hill's A.I. within minutes. Thanks but mind your own business was the basic tone of the short email. She realized she should have known better than to try.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Broken Antenna scanned the reports and then set them aside. So far so good. She had been working with Professor Tyler in education and Captain Herschel in transportation to push for a standardized Maritime Marine School system—specifically, one in Antigua, Senka, and Epsilon Triangula for civilian and government shipping.

Bek had one and had been trying to hold onto the idea of being the only one. The obstruction had ended abruptly with the scandal. She'd managed a minor coup by working with the delegations of the three worlds and the other cabinet departments to get the Maritime bill through.

She had to admit Bek had the right idea in theory. Their maritime schools were geared to sublight ships though; they had only fielded a few commercial or transport ships. That was going to change though.

Her plan would take into account the reservists. That had taken a bit of doing to get the Admiralty on board. Eventually they would phase in using reservists and even civilians to run some of the support ships in the fleet allowing naval sailors to serve on the warships.

Her real coup had come from an unlikely source, Admiral Irons. His addition to her plan was to allow civilians from the merchant training program who sailed convoys and in dangerous missions get a share of ownership of a ship. Sailors would get the same treatment but would get a larger share. The system was all point based. Sailors would also get a chance at the historical preservation buyout program that was on the books but not implemented.

The plan was that at the end of the war the civilian and military sailors would have the opportunity to trade in their shares for partial ownership of the ship and buy it out from the government. Those who bought war bonds could do the same. The idea was to build commerce and the economy after the war. She liked and approved of the fact that they were taking the long view.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"How can one little man cause so much headaches in such a short amount of time?" Nadine asked as she sailed into her boss's open office.

Moira snorted from her seat at her desk as she swiveled her chair. "I believe you are talking about a certain dwarven captain?" she asked, turning to her chief of staff. They'd had plenty of missives about one Captain Vestri Sindri as of late. He was causing something of a diplomatic ruckus.

"The very one," Nadine said sourly.

The secretary of state raised an eyebrow. "What has he been doing this time? Or dare I ask?"

"Other than pulling out of Tir na Nog and throwing them into an uproar? Plenty. He might be slight on stature but he's got a big foot. Two of them and he's determined to cram them into his mouth."

Moira snorted. "I'm not sure if I'd like to see it."

"I would. I'd sell tickets too," Nadine growled. "But we've got another issue with Pi, the election."

Moira blinked. "I thought we settled that?"

"Apparently Tir na Nog and several other prospective worlds want to push it back again. And Tir na Nog would like one or more of the candidates to tour Pi too." Nadine shook her head and held up her hands in surrender as Moira scowled. "And yes, I know that is a nonstarter. I'm wondering what they really want."

"Me too," Moira stated. "They've been … upset ever since they didn't get the naval base and sector capital. There are a lot of bruised egos there."

"Yes, ma’am. Any ideas?"

"Other than no, we're not moving the election back, no, not at the moment," Moira said with a shake of her head. She was supposed to leave for her first visit to Protodon and Kathy's World. She'd chosen that path over the Triang route since it would avoid following in the footsteps of Governor Randall's campaign.

"How do you want to handle this?" Nadine asked, setting herself up with her tablet.

"Well, I've had my hand slapped repeatedly by the admiral for our office making promises without consulting the navy," she said, pursing her lips. She knitted her fingers together on her desk. "We can't promise them or anyone more naval support. They can request it on their own but no promises or even hints," she said.

Nadine grimaced.

Moira shrugged. "He's right. And a certain diminutive captain is also right. Tir na Nog is not a good place for a major naval base let alone the sector capital. Part of our job is to let them down easy if possible. We can't please everyone."

Nadine nodded.

"Where are they with the medical thing?"

"The investments? I think they were pushing it but then the whole naval pull out sort of sidelined it. You think we could move it to the front burner?"

"If possible. Let me call Doctor Kraft and run it past him. Tir na Nog had a reputation as a medical world before the Xeno war; we can use that. And look into where some of the medical funding is going for Pi, the emergency assist program. And see if they've got a vaccination program going."

Nadine nodded. "It won't heal the bruised egos, but something is better than nothing I suppose."

"Exactly," Moira said as she rose and went to her coat rack. She was in a space station so she didn't need a coat or scarf but it was a part of her ensemble so she put them on. Besides, they fended off some of the blowers in some of the gangways. A few were arctically cold. "I'm going to my nine o'clock. Anything I need to know?"

"It's all in your implant brief. Nothing has changed," Nadine stated.

Moira nodded. The meeting was with a group of senators she hoped to win over so her department could get a bit more funding. She wanted to impress on them that the additional staff and couriers she wanted would be useful for years to come.

"Good luck!" Nadine called out as she left the office.

"You too," Moira said as her security entourage fell into place around her for the trip.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons signed off on BUPERS latest draft to send a massive amount of officers, enlisted, engineers, techs, and gear to Pi. He'd had to push the order through twice to get them to figure out that he was serious.

The moment he shot the signed document off Protector informed him Vice Admiral Gloriana Hill, the chimera head of BUPERS, was calling. He sighed and took the call.

He really should have canned her for her stunt with Lemans and others. But he'd held off for the moment. The scandal hadn't missed Yorgi. He'd finally accepted Yorgi's resignation. The man had seemed broken over his part in the scandal. He'd pushed Matilda to tap Yorgi to teach at the ONI college rather than let him return home in disgrace.

The image of Admiral Hill appeared on his HUD. "Admiral, sorry to bother you. Quick problem … about this draft … Aren't you sending that in the wrong direction? Shouldn't they be going to the front?"

"No," he stated flatly.

"Why?"

"Classified."

She blinked, clearly confused by that answer. "Sir?"

"You heard me."

Her brow wrinkled in confusion. "Sir, this isn't a tit for tat because I just slapped Captain Sprite's hand is it?"

"No. It is classified Ultra Black," he said in a controlled voice.

Admiral Hill was drawn up short by the classification instantly. Her impulse was to repeat that dumbly, but her implants stopped her cold. Her A.I. shook her head on her HUD. "Yes, sir," she said very carefully, and decided to let the matter drop. Even if it felt like the admiral was getting rid of bothersome Bekians now instead of sending them to the war front.

"Anything else?"

"No, sir. I guess that's it."

"Very good," Admiral Irons stated, cutting the connection.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Enki was amused when she downloaded the market report. As expected, Federal Ansible Reception & Transmission Inc had gone public. They didn't have any techs or engineers, just a sales staff, but they were offering a public offering of shares on the market to raise funds to build a private ansible network. She sometimes wondered about organics; the shares were skyrocketing without any sign that the people offering the product could deliver.

Oh well.

Mnemosyne had apparently landed on her feet. Her fellow A.I. had followed through with her resignation of her cabinet post. Her replacement Clio was still being hotly debated in the senate. The Bekians were offering bitter opposition to the cabinet posting, which was no surprise given how much grief her species had given them. They were right in complaining that no other species had their own cabinet posting. Of course there were other reasons involved in it.

They couldn't attack Clio's credentials directly of course. Clio had been a historian and researcher before the Xeno war on Anvil Prime. She had been one of the few A.I. to survive the dark time. She'd even taken over the running of engineering for a time until the organics and other A.I. could step in.

She'd then gone on to teach at Anvil college and even acted as a guest lecturer at several of Antigua's colleges before Admiral Irons had tapped her for the position.

The posting required someone in the local net, not through the ansible. She had been surprised when some of the media had floated Justica and even herself as replacements. She hadn't been interested. In fact in a conversation she'd had with the other A.I., Captain Fletcher had floated the possibility that some partisans were trying to push her and or Justica out of their postings.

Which was most likely why Admiral Irons had tapped Clio. Clio was quiet but she was scrappy. She could hold her own with the senate hearings that were coming up.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

When Admiral Irons had a free moment, he did something unusual; he visited his family's ancestral home on Mars via VR. The original brick vault structure had been destroyed by Mars quakes long before he'd visited the place in his youth. There had been enough VR copies in historical teaching courses in the galaxy though that it had survived destruction of Sol system.

The same for some other legendary places that had been destroyed in the First A.I. War or by natural events that had occurred.

His eyes roved the mural painted on the ceiling, then to the walls. At some point someone had used cement to sculpt trees and other things into the walls. He remembered seeing a plaque in the reconstructed museum detailing the fight. He'd remembered it because they'd emphasized the fight over other things like how they'd done it and so on. He shook his head but then stilled himself when his vision shifted wildly.

He realized he'd picked up on the idea of going to his ancestral home after speaking with Clio. Something in the conversation must have sparked some sort of need in his subconsciousness to revisit his past.

He made a mental note to ask if the recording was being used by the schools and colleges, possibly even the history museums just as his implants pinged to let him know his free time was about used up. He clicked closed and watched the scene dissolve and reality return.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Senator Russell smiled as he listened to the debate rage. Everyone was being very careful about how they structured their argument; none of them wanted to come off as soft on crime. Adding the Star Marshal service to New Texas was a coup for him and a natural fit. They might gnash their teeth or whatever but they couldn't come out and oppose it. Not that he expected many to do so.

Antigua would naturally have an office, but the central training facilities would be home in New Texas. His people were already lining up for it. The very idea of becoming a star marshal had kids and adults seeing stars once more.

He was going to have to find a way to get the Avalonians on board though. They wanted a piece of his pie, and he wasn't sure the military would put another army base next door to his homeworld. They were already balking at letting Avalon build their armor. He frowned thoughtfully. If he found a way for them to supply parts, maybe get their toe in the door, would they back off of their horning in on the army and Star Marshals? He made a note to his staff to send some feelers to find out.
  


 



Chapter 32
 

Horath

Theo was on hand as the force they were dispatching to Finagle to take and hold the star system got underway. Contrary to what they'd shot for it wasn't very much bigger than Quartermain's force. Two elderly battle cruisers, six newly constructed heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, two of the new CEVs, four destroyers, two couriers, and a single support ship. The emperor had insisted that Finagle would have to support the picket out of its own pocket.

Since many of the lords of Finagle had disappeared, some said they'd kept right on going past their home and into Sigma, the ships also carried orders to that effect. The support ship had parts to hopefully repair one or more of the four freighters in orbit of the planet.

The convoy had been turned around a week ahead of them. The undamaged ships and cruiser had been sent back to Finagle to strip the damaged ships of their cargo and then carry it to Horath. Hopefully once they were sorted out, the damaged freighters would be sorted out enough to make the long journey back to El Dorado.

The delay and lost ships were going to cost them though, both in time and in the amount of cargo they could haul. Admiral Post was supposed to find a way to make up the difference with ships from the boneyard, but unfortunately, too many were not suitable for such a long journey.

He sighed. As usual Elvira had been right. They needed to find a better balance between the defenses, warships, and the neglected support ships and infrastructure. He took a sip of his drink as he stared out the window. A bright flash of something going off made him turn in surprise.

"Sir, something just happened," a voice said over the intercom.

He turned and hit the transmit key as he set his drink down. "Define something," he stated.

"A shuttle just blew up. Scuttlebutt said it was the emperor's!"

"Oh, boy."

"Um, sir, the emperor is calling to talk to you," the voice said in a more subdued tone of voice.

"Ah. Okay," Theo said with a frown. That answered the question about if they'd gotten Piotr or not.

The answer was a decidedly hard no.

Pity about that.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

With everything going on, the emperor's security team kept his movements secret. Whenever possible they employed decoys, both physical beings as well as shuttles and air cars. They also had dummy schedules out there along with the known but very vague public schedule.

So, a shuttle in the livery of the empire palace exploding was not what any of them considered a good thing. Fortunately, the pilot had recognized something was wrong and had distanced himself from the real shuttle in time to keep the debris from affecting them. The pilot's sacrifice wasn't even acknowledged by the emperor however.

He was more concerned with how his people had let that happen. It had been entirely too close to call for his comfort. Once he checked in with Malwin and Sakura, he spent hours screaming at his security people as they tried to get to the bottom of it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"No, at this time we believe it was a reactor malfunction. Number two shuttle, which is used to carry staff and support personnel and is a backup, was destroyed with all hands. Regrettably, thirty people lost their lives," Sakura stated in a press conference.

She waited a beat. "At this time the authorities are investigating so I can't comment on an active and open investigation. I assure you the emperor is safe as is the royal family. All are accounted for."

"Turn it off," Evin growled in disgust. He shook his head as his brother shut the vid screen off. "I didn't think it'd work."

"Then why didn't you say something?"

"Because you were pushing it so far. And you got further and closer than anyone else. And there was a slim chance that it would have worked and might have even taken out Catherine on the same bullseye." Evin shrugged.

"Yeah, I know. The only thing better is to get the entire clan in one fell sweep, but they only gather at the palace or during special family events. Security is a nightmare then," James stated.

"I've cleaned up my loose ends. You?" Evin asked meaningfully.

"Done. I had the cutouts done before the final phase."

"Good for you. Now we get to hunker down, smile, and ride it out with everyone else," Evin stated.

James snorted. "Yeah, I wonder how many will be gnashing their teeth and wishing we hadn't missed right along beside us?"

Evin shook his head. "Probably more than we'd like."

"Come again?"

"The more the merrier means more competition," Evin said by way of a parting shot as he left.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine wasn't the only one who saw no chance of a win. There were none, not the way things were going. Even if they martialed the entire home fleet, they'd only push the enemy back. There was no way to get at the enemy's vitals to end the fight.

She had decided to do something about the situation before, but the Finagle situation and her father's paranoia over the latest assassination attempt was pushing her to move faster than she'd like.

Case in point, her latest talk with her father who seemed incensed by the attempt on his life. He believed someone in the cabinet was behind the attempt. "It's the only thing that makes sense! First Kevin, my heir, now me? Saddam said it came from the palace!"

Catherine frowned ever so slightly but didn't let the slight pass by. "Kevin is your heir now?" she asked mildly, crossing her legs and sitting back.

He glowered at her. "You know what I mean. Kevin is a male."

"Also news I already knew. So is Joseph. Just because their peckers are on the outside and not in doesn't mean either of them can jump the queue," she said.

He glowered but then waved her concerns off. "I'm this close." he measured a centimeter between his fingers. "…to putting operation Clean Slate into effect," Piotr snarled. "Those incompetents can't organize a trip to a brothel let alone fight this war!"

"Are you incensed because of the sloppy unprofessional hit or a lot of things?" Catherine asked.

He eyed her. "That wasn't sloppy; it came entirely too close for comfort."

She snorted. "It was too sloppy; it failed utterly. So, was it a real attack or someone being desperate and stupid? Or a warning?"

He scowled but then paused as he considered what she said. He turned back to her. She shrugged at his searching expression. "You and grams taught me to look beneath the surface. We have plenty of suspects. Whoever killed the Tuckets could have had a hand in it," she said mildly.

He grunted. They both knew who had really been behind the Tucket murder suicide. She was just digging at him. "I'll get Ghadaffi to look into it. He's another I may have to replace if he doesn't start delivering," he muttered as he stormed out.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Theo shook his head as he read the report of the assassination attempt. He looked over to Malwin and then the others around the table. "Not good," he said, making a show of setting the tablet down gently.

"There is an understatement of the century," Countess Newberry stated dryly. Palace security wasn't her bailiwick; it belonged to the palace and to Ghadaffi. She'd had her hand slapped a few times for interfering or overstepping her bounds. Saddam, however, was a bit swamped dealing with the riots and unrest that was threatening to boil over into a full revolt.

Admiral Post shook his head. "Great, this is going to make him even more paranoid than ever before!"

"Don't I know it. No suspects I take it?" Malwin asked, looking at the countess.

She spread her hands. "They used cutouts. Saddam's people hit a dead-end so far. I'm not fully dialed in, but I know they would have moved faster if they'd had solid leads. They don't. If a case doesn't get resolved in the first three days, it will most likely go cold."

"Great. So, he's going to be looking over his shoulder and jumpy. And he's going to be even more dangerous than he was before," Theo sighed. "I think we better make some additional insurance policies to get some good news flowing, folks," he said meaningfully. “Or heads will literally roll. Again," he added.

Malwin grimaced at that rather colorful and literal reminder.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Evin Frost was pissed over the failure. He should have known better. The family was scrambling to tie off loose ends in ways that wouldn't come back to haunt them. He'd arranged several cutouts so he was safe.

Now they didn't have a plan. Well, they did, but it was an extreme long-range plan—his half-baked plan to throw everything into the Old Guard with hopes that if he had control of them, they could get through palace security and kill the bastard on the throne.

With the old guard in their corner, they could take control of the empire and then solidify their control with support from the other families.

But they had to get into the pyramid first.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Countess Newberry was well aware that Catherine was moving slowly to actively conspire to commit a coup but had not been behind the recent assassination. She noted Saddam Ghaddaffi's reports reflected that Catherine was innocent. She suppressed reports from her people monitoring Catherine in the Admiralty, using a bit of judicious editing to make Catherine look like she was a dutiful daughter to the emperor.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira had taken some work home with her on the weekend. Catherine had promised time together but usually she ducked out at the last minute. Elvira only resented the interruptions slightly; she was well aware of Catherine's duties.

She was working on a brief for a redesign of her Flyswatter III project when Catherine returned. She was well immersed in the project when Catherine decided to lean over her and kiss her on the ear. "Hey," she said.

"Hey, yourself," Catherine said, pulling her chin around for a proper kiss.

"I'm trying to get some thoughts down," Elvira said.

"Really? So I've interrupted you?"

"Just give me a minute and let me figure this out," Elvira said.

Catherine snorted. She knew her lover too well. A minute would be an hour, and Elvira wouldn't be able to tell the difference. Besides, she was horny and wanted to play. A distracted Elvira would be just the ticket to get rid of some excess energy. She began to play footsy with Elvira.

"I've got to work!" Elvira protested in exasperation.

Catherine mock pouted, making Elvira's heart and resistance melt a bit. She felt sorry for snapping. "Sorry," she muttered.

"If you are really too busy …," Catherine said.

"It's … I can't seem to find the right fix. There has to be an answer!"

"To what?"

"To this! To all of it!" Elvira said.

Catherine stilled and then smiled, one finger stroking her lover's face. "Got the whole empire on your shoulders it seems," she said. She leaned in for a soft kiss, but her free hand snatched the tablet out of Elvira's hands.

She dangled it away, teasing Elvira. They played keep away games until one thing led to another and they shifted to making love. Their lovemaking lasted for hours before they collapsed in each other's arms.

When Elvira was finally asleep, Catherine gently brushed her partner's hair away from her brow with one fingertip, studying the raven-haired woman. She hadn't known she could feel that way about another person. She realized Elvira liked her for herself, not for who she was. Titles didn't matter. That made her sweet but precious to Catherine in some strange way. She wasn't interested in power; that also made her naive but also endearing. Cute she thought with a brief smile. She settled herself down next to Elvira and let the other woman's gentle breathing lull her into slumber.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine met with Konohagakure's Fire Daimyo in his residence. Getting permission for the visit and doing so had been tough. The building was impressive; it was Asian in style if she was correct, also simple and elegant. It was a simple palace, but a prison in many ways. Palace security was outside the walls, watching both in and out.

She was escorted in by a young woman who was supposed to be an aide but from her lithe movements had to be a Shinobi. She occasionally would murmur a tidbit about the reflective koi pond or sculptures as they walked along the covered walkways. Eventually, they got to a paper sliding door. The young woman touched the frame and then opened it slightly, peeked in and then opened the door more fully for them both to enter.

Catherine followed protocol. She had dressed in Asian clothing and had slipped her shoes off at the entrance as a subtle show of respect. She was aware that her father usually would dress in Asian martial lines during his rare visits but never showed any other form of respect.

The Shinobi aide bowed and then left. Servants followed the Daimyo in with trays. They knelt on woven mats around a low table, and she took tea with the Daimyo and his wife. A few sips into the tea and they relaxed enough to chat politely about the weather. She complimented them about the home and grounds.

"You are quite impressive," the Daimyo stated once his wife had departed.

She smiled as she checked her sensors. Her implants said that there were no recording devices present other than her own damn implants. Her people had assured her that they'd hacked them and were now in control, but she wasn't thrilled about having to be forced to trust them at their word.

"Thank you. I hope that each generation builds on the foundation of the one before it," she said.

He stilled and then cocked his head. "Ah," he said softly.

"And sometimes one has to raze the structure to the ground to rebuild properly," she murmured.

He stared at her. She smiled ever so slightly. "For such large endeavors, they require a large workforce or the right people with the right tools at the right time," she said.

He frowned slightly.

"Of course, I wouldn't ask anything of my workers I wasn't fully willing to commit to and do myself or pay for," she stated softly as one finger gently traced the bamboo table edge in front of her.

"Pay?"

"Pay with the most expensive item imaginable. Freedom."

There was a long pause. Finally he cocked his head at her. "Freedom is rather expensive to some these days."

"It is indeed, especially in this day and age. My position, however, gives me certain ways of accomplishing things."

"What guarantees do you offer?"

"I will secure passage and remove those in the way. I will make freedoms extend to homes as well. After all, one should be free in one's own home," she said. "Their own home," she added. "I only ask that others stand by and guard my back."

The fingers on his right hand flicked slightly. "I make no promises. Shinobi do not turn on a job without grave circumstances. Even death does not dissuade us from our duty," he rumbled. "Death is but a doorway to the next life."

"The building is already burning. I am asking to let me finish the job so we can all start anew with a fresh clean foundation and understanding," she murmured.

He cocked his head but didn't say anything. Her implants pinged. The shadow loop in the recording devices she had placed on their meeting had reached its limit. "I thank you for your kind consideration and for your patience in putting up with a gaijin," she said with a slight bow to him.

His nostrils flared slightly, but he nodded slightly in response. "And I you, Kaizoku Ōjo. Excuse me, Princess," he stated. "I wish you the best of luck in your endeavors," he said as they rose to their feet.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Countess Newberry suppressed the report of Catherine's meeting with the Fire Daimyo. Eventually Saddam would figure it out, so she decided it was high time to confront Catherine.

She made sure they were alone in a private elevator in the Admiralty when they had their chat. She set it up so their conversation would be covered by a loop of previously recorded time chops spliced together.

"Meeting new friends I see," the countess said as soon as the doors closed. "Your new friends are particularly inspiring. And the promises you made! Quite ingenious," she stated with a smile.

She was laying it all on the line in a lot of ways. If Catherine or one of her guards had a poison, they could easily kill her. And coming out and letting Catherine know that she knew was ballsy and in a lot of ways stupid. But she had a feeling Catherine needed her help.

And, quite frankly she was tired of Piotr and his screwing up. His mistakes were getting old and tiring. His constant threats were getting wearing.

Catherine blinked and then turned to look at the countess and then her guards. She nodded. "So, going to tattle on me?"

"No. I'm going to help."

Catherine couldn't help but freeze. "How, with a helpful push to the gallows? Am I going to see a security team waiting when these doors open?"

"Actually, given how your father executed Cyrano, that's the least of our problems," the countess replied dryly. She could see the other woman still in anger over that reminder. "Was that it? His death that pushed you into this?"

"Yes and no. I saw what is coming. I couldn't stop it even if I'd wanted to do so. I know Cyrano wouldn't have allowed me to if I could have. I saw my father for what he is long ago, a monster like the rest of the family. Like me. I've accepted who and what I am as they have. I saw the depths of madness he is willing to drag us into though. The ruin he is bringing us to the brink of. If we continue this path, there will be no Horath left. We have to stop. We have to change course before it is too late."

The countess nodded. "If it isn't already." They had ten seconds left. The car was running at half speed, but time was nearly up.

"Then we find a way out. But first things first, are you in or out?"

"It depends on your plan," the countess stated.

"I have a goal. To end this madness, restore order, and find a better way to fight. Preferably before certain parties move forward with his next phase of his plan."

"And that is?" the countess asked.

"Well, he called it clean slate. He hasn't put all the pieces in place though; apparently, he's still trying to find appropriate replacements for most of the cabinet. Including you."

The countess stilled and then closed her eyes in pain. "Does he know what that will do? The civil war that it could cause? Now of all times?"

"I don't think he cares. Grandmother is keeping him in check, but for how long, I don't know. She might authorize him to do a bit of pruning, I believe she used the term, when he gets too close to wiggling out of her control."

"Oh, lovely," the countess replied.

"Yes, fun for one and all."

"Not exactly what I had in mind actually," the countess replied dryly as the lift car buoyed up and down and then dinged as it settled to a stop. "Here's our stop," the countess said.

"In it together," Catherine said.

"Very much so," the countess murmured as the doors slid open. Catherine paused to look left and right. When she didn't see anyone, she smiled politely to the countess, nodded once and then went on her way.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin was listening to the latest status report when the emperor asked about what they had in the pipeline from Sigma.

"We have one twenty-six-ship convoy scheduled every three months, sire," Lewis stated. "We standardized that. A convoy just departed to go to El Dorado with personnel. It left small and late."

"I am aware of that," the emperor stated coldly. "I meant warships. When will we see the first capital ships?"

"We do not have that many under construction in El Dorado at the moment, sire. And you specified they remain in El Dorado. None of them are carriers, and fighters are not being built there. Nor do we have the personnel to man large ships there at the moment."

"Damn it, send a courier to recall them here!" the emperor flared.

Malwin frowned as Lewis looked at him with alarm and helplessness.

"Don't look at him, look at me," the emperor growled dangerously.

Lewis turned to the emperor. "Get it done," the emperor stated coldly. "I want the recall expedited."

"Sire, the production in El Dorado is very slow. Less than half the speed here. There are many logistics issues that we're still working on," Admiral Bradley, the head of BUSHIPS stated.

The emperor turned and glared at him. "I don't want excuses I want it done. Now," he said as he rose and departed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin shook his head when he and the others were alone later that afternoon. "Does he really think someone's going to ride over the hyper wall to rescue us? How is that going to happen? Doesn't he realize they'll stream in to Finagle and elsewhere in dribs and drabs only to be picked off? It'll take a year for a courier to get to El Dorado and a year or more for ships to get back here!"

"No, I doubt he has gotten that far. And the attempts to raid the enemy's rear are taking too long. Or they were intercepted," Theo said.

"True on both accounts I bet," Countess Newberry stated. "We're only controlling Finagle for now. Our forces might be enough to hold it but for how long?"

"We don't have a concentrated force in Sigma sector other than at El Dorado. He didn't cut orders for them to abandon their station and come to our rescue, did he?" Theo asked. Malwin shook his head. Theo sighed. "I didn't think so."

"And I highly doubt that anyone will act on their own initiative if they do get word of Finagle. And then there is the length of transit time involved," Malwin stated with a resigned shake of his head. "No, I'm pretty certain we're on our own."

"I was afraid you'd say something like that," Theo muttered as he sipped at his scotch.
  


 



Chapter 33
 

Evin Frost arrived on the scene with the other pirate lords. He pulled up on his four wheeler in a cloud of dust. He left his mask on for a moment until the dust and dirt settled, then slowly pulled it down.

Only junior lords could find the time and ability to get out to the boonies without being detected. They had a limited cover of going out for a hunt and riding four-wheel motor craft in the desert. It was a common recreation for some but not really one the quartet imbibed in often. He'd had to do a bit of four wheeling earlier just to get back into practice and to establish his cover.

He looked over to the quartet who had decided to join him. Sydney Knowles was their eldest; the viscount from Telemark was sweating profusely despite the portable air conditioning and shade they'd arranged.

Eden Paterson was one of their most technical people. Sayed Pardoll was another. Both were firebrands in their family; they wanted the Ramichov family dead. Sayed wanted the emperor dead because of the recent deaths of his favorite aunt and uncle, the Tuckets. The prime minister's murder suicide hadn't fooled anyone, especially those who knew him and his wife.

Evin pulled his goggles up to look at the pyramid. It was built out of the same rock as the cliffs around them. He took his goggles off and wiped the sand and dust away with a rag. Better to use a rag over his shirt tail. His shirt was covered in dust and dirt; using it would grind the crap into his goggles scratching the plastic, which he didn't want.

"Okay, where are we with entry?" he demanded. He pulled out a bottle and took a swig from his canteen and then put it back as he dismounted.

He looked over to Sydney's hover craft and snorted, shying away from the flare of dust and sand. Trust the fat ass to travel in style. The air car was not really suited for the recreation cover, but Sydney apparently didn't care.

So be it. If they got in, they wouldn't need the cover for much longer.

"We're getting there," Eden said from the tent nearby. He turned to orient on it and walked over. Equipment was piled around the edges. Vehicles were near another area. Other tents were arranged in rows, most likely for the people on site.

"You better be getting there. This is costing a mint, and people are going to start asking questions," Evin stated. "And what's this about losing people?"

"We've lost four teams so far," Eden admitted as he got into the shade. He paused to stare at her. She shrugged. "You can't make an omelet without breaking some eggs, Evin," she said.

He frowned at her as he noted some of the sidelong looks from some of the people manning the equipment. She smirked and then indicated the hologram. A black canvas was around three sides to allow it to be seen in the ambient light. It was of the pyramid of course with an internal map.

"The interior is gothic. I'm talking dark gothic, industrial. High ceilings and peaks. Arches, all that," Eden said.

"I see," he said, crossing his arms as the others joined them.

He'd read the limited information from the archives he'd gained access to. Apparently, it had been some sort of mad scientist project, one created by a genius with cybernetics and prosthetics. Some called him a necromancer; he'd gathered followers around him and formed a cult of Necrons. They had recruited people to serve as test subjects, reportedly even raising the dead or transferring people into A.I. consciousness. Supposedly, this place like the others was supposed to be a mausoleum where the greatest fighters, pilots, and leaders were sleeping the sleep of ages in stasis.

"We've got cameras on the people we send in. But we can't maintain a signal for long. The walls are too thick, and there is too much metal in them, also a lot of interference," a tech reported.

"So, how did you get this?"

"Trial and error. We've sent robots in, but they don't return. We've tried setting up signal boosters, but they don't work. Your email about putting a land line in was good except for the airlocks," Eden said with a frustrated shake of her head.

"And the lost teams?" Sydney asked once he had seated himself on a stool. Each team of six mercs were expensive, not just for their gear but also to pay off their handlers to keep them silent about the losses.

"We've resorted to going in and probing forward, then pulling our people back for a download. It's tedious and time consuming," Sayed explained.

"Sensors show massive ceilings," Eden said, indicating a sweep on the hologram. As they watched they saw what had to be the main hall as the sweep was performed. A 3D reconstruction was left behind. "They've got to have that to move big pieces of equipment," Eden said with growing excitement. "Think of what's down there!"

"Down?" Sydney asked.

"There are tunnels; we know that much. But not much light past the first lock. We know it has power; the locks work as do fans. We've picked up sounds of fans. Sand that our people track in disappears in-between visits."

"So something is making the rounds with cleaning?" Sydney asked in amusement.

"This," Sayed said, showing them an image of a spider like robot. Sydney reared back in surprise, nearly throwing himself off the stool.

"These things scuttle around and clean the floors—black marble from the look of it," Sayed said. "We got a few sightings of these."

"Ah."

They showed a few areas and images of gear. "Each time we lost a team they'd fall back screaming. We got some data from their cameras but usually only one survivor if we're lucky," Eden said. "We've had a few false leads," she said with a shake of her head.

Evin noted a massive corridor with an elevated floor. There was a trench on either side of the floor that went into the depths. "This place is one hell of a safety hazard," he murmured.

"Yeah, I'd thought the same thing. We haven't found a light switch," Sayed said, "or much of anything except tunnels going deeper."

"I've got the files," Evin said, lifting up the Velcro strip covering a breast pocket to pull out a couple chips wrapped in plastic for safekeeping. "One supposedly has the access codes."

"Maybe we can get somewhere finally," Eden said, putting her hand out.

He held the one back shaped like a blue beetle. "This is the key. It stays with me," he said, handing the others over. "If anyone tries to access it, the files say it will erase."

"So, we have no way of checking it or seeing if it is any good? What if someone else tried to access it before?" Sayed demanded.

Evin shrugged. "I don't know. I guess some things we've got to take on faith," he replied.

Sydney sniffed but didn't say anything further.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

In order for them to get further, Evin decided to go in behind the next team the following morning. Evin stayed behind, only going to the main chamber and setting it up as a new base camp. And, of course since he went, the others insisted on going as well. They had quite the entourage with them, two dozen soldiers, twelve techs, and eighteen porters. The porters moved a lot of the gear from outside in to allow Sayed and Eden to work inside the structure more securely.

Evin knew why the others weren't letting him out of their sight; they didn't want to be left out. It amused him.

They paused and made a temporary camp as Sayed and Eden dispatched probes to go further. "You two haven't been in here before?"

"Oh no, do we look stupid? No, we're not going anywhere near the center until we know it's safe," Sayed said. He seemed nervous, constantly looking around the giant chamber. There was an echo to every loud sound. Small sounds seemed to be absorbed however.

"But you are here now?" Evin asked. Sayed gave him a dirty look but didn't reply.

Screams from down the hall echoed up to them. They all looked up in alarm. Lights moved towards them, bobbing. They could hear motors and grinding but then the light stopped and there was the sound of something moving back. After a few minutes, the lights went out.

"Frack," Eden murmured.

"Move forward," Evin ordered, motioning the security team ahead of him with one hand. They looked at him dubiously. "We need to know what happened. I don't like surprises," he growled.

The sergeant nodded and motioned for two mercenaries to take point. They looked grim but followed the order and took off at a slow trot.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ten minutes into their journey and the lights of basecamp were a warm but distant glow behind them. They passed through an area that had stasis tubes built into the walls. Their flashlights played over the cylinders. Some were smashed, others held decaying remnants of people within them. Apparently, the stasis tubed had failed. The bodies were mummified; some were horror shows. There was even a dark section of brains in jars. Evin thought he saw one eyeball move.

Sayed was excited by the tech as well as what he thought were racks of weapon systems. They were tantalizingly out of reach though, across the two-meter trench built into the walls.

"Everything is out of damn reach," Sayed muttered in exasperation.

At the next door, they paused for Eden to nervously check the map. "This is as far as we got," she said. "The team ahead of us was probing ahead. I guess they jammed the lock open," she said, indicating the door.

"Right," Evin drawled. "Forward," he said when the sergeant looked at him. The two point mercs looked nervous but then nodded and moved forward once more.

Another five minutes of walking had Sydney panting. When Eden and a soldier inquired, he impatiently waved them away. "I need to lose some weight," he said in a grumble. "Shoulda brought a scooter," he said over and over again until Evin tuned him out.

The lights began to pick up the distant reflection of another wall. When they got closer, they saw statues, one giant four-meter tall being of steel on either side of the entryway to another chamber. Each giant statue was of a hooded skeleton-faced soldier holding a sword. The point mercs were kneeling near, warily looking at the bodies of their fellow soldiers piled between the statues.

That brought everyone up short.

"Come to think of it, we didn't see who ran to us or where the light went," Eden muttered, looking behind them. When she turned back, she gasped at the sight of small spider-like robots scavenging the bodies and gear. The sergeant and mercs went to shoot them, but Evin pushed his gun barrel down.

"Lower your weapons. Keep the safety on. They might have IFF. Fire on them and we're not going to like how they classify us," he said.

"Makes sense," the sergeant muttered. "I still don't like it."

"No one's paying you to like it," Sydney growled.

Evin studied the entryway. His light played over the area, but the sight of blood dried on one blade made him stop and examine it. He frowned and then slowly played the light up to the wrist. It was in a gauntlet. The entire body was armored, but he could just see robotic gears and joints here and there.

"Those are robots," he said carefully.

"Look there," Sayed said, moving a merc's light onto a spot in the center of the door. It was shaped like the beetle.

"Yeah, you would find that," Evin said with a sigh. He pulled the beetle out and then walked forward. "I don't know what's going to happen," he said as he paused just within a step of the last remaining merc body. Something tugged it off and then into the trench. Sydney gulped loudly.

"Get ready to run," he said.

"Maybe I should get a head start?" Sydney asked. Someone snorted in amusement.

When Evin stepped closer, he felt eyes on him. He paused and looked up to see the guardians had turned their heads slightly to look down at him balefully. Eden gasped.

Evin reached out with the beetle and pressed it into the hole. Nothing happened for a moment. He looked up to the robots, both had turned back to face front and seemed cold.

A grinding sound announced something was going on. The door opened. The beetle popped out and fell to the floor. Evin bent and picked it up and then put it back in his pocket.

"Well, we know that works," Eden murmured.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ivan Drakov woke when the stasis field cycled down. Data fed into his implants. Intruders had been detected. He finally had a purpose; one he was ready to fulfill. He studied the intruders as they made their way through the inner chamber to the next one. They had some time to get to the sanctum, so he sent the signal to wake the others.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

They went through another series of locks all in a straight line. Eden pointed out they were going lower and lower; the slope was so gentle they barely noticed it though. When they got to a vast chamber where the long narrow hallway turned into a skull symbol on a giant circle, they paused. Evin looked at the skull; there were beetles engraved and embedded on it.

"Who dares disturb our slumber?" a voice boomed, making them clutch at their ears in pain at the sheer sound. It hit them in their bones, making their teeth vibrate. Their guts churned.

Evin stepped up defiantly, looking around to the chamber. Red and white glowing eyes were around them, a pair appearing every few seconds. A few were green and cat like. Others were blue. Some had additional lights around them. The light was slowly turning into a bluish ambient glow.

"Horath is in danger! They are outside our star system and coming soon! Please! We need your help!"

"Is it the Xenos?" a voice crackled through the mausoleum.

"The Xenos? No." Sydney shook his head. "No, they have long vanished. It is the Federation! They have been reborn and come to destroy Horath and all we hold dear!"

"The Federation!" a voice laughed. The cackling sound grated on their nerves. "What fool led them to our door?"

"The emperor!" Sayed said, piping in defiantly. "He …"

"Emperor?" another voice demanded.

"Horath has been declared an empire as was planned from ages past. We finally moved to take the galaxy as was our right! But we are stymied by the reborn Federation," Sydney said. Evin realized each of them were trying to wrestle for the spokesman place. "The emperor and his cronies fumbled the beginning and allowed the Federation to flourish once more. They lost battle after battle and now the Federation is here!"

"And let me guess, you want us to fix the problem?" another voice asked with amusement resonating in its tone.

"Yes! Before it is too late!"

"And how do you propose we do that?" another voice laughed. "Oh, this is rich!"

"Better the Federation than the Xenos," another voice said tartly.

"How do you know of the Xenos?" Edin asked, clearly confused. "I thought you were all lost before the war?" She looked around them in confusion.

"Nay, for we were tied into the network. We were kept supplied and up-to-date for ages until something severed the computer network."

Evin Frost nodded. "A changeling," he said. The other pirate lords turned to him in surprise. "My family knows of it. Our history says a changeling struck, and our technology was compromised. They had to burn a lot of it down to keep it from turning on our ancestors. We've been rebuilding it."

"Ah, that explains that. We had wondered," one of the voices said in amusement.

"Please, no games. Will you help us? They say you are our greatest warriors, pilots, and soldiers. That you are here to defend Horath in its hour of need. Can you fight?"

"Ah, our greatest, eh? They must not know about you, Jake," a voice taunted.

"Frack you, Bob," another voice retorted.

A noise made Evin turn to see someone moving out of the shadows. He reared back at the sight of a half-naked man, old but with mostly cybernetic parts. He was more robot than man with three of his limbs replaced with artificial ones. Cybernetic parts were on his right side. The right side of his neck and head were covered in metal. His right eye was a camera lens. "We need a download of information so we know the enemy," he said.

"Ivan's right. We can't exactly get Wi-Fi here, and someone took our satellite out or it fell out of orbit," another voice grumbled. "We need information."

"Ivan?" Evin whispered. "As in Ivan the Terrible?" He was in awe over that reference. The man before him didn't look anything like the legendary mercenary and pirate though.

The bald man smiled almost whimsically. "So, you've heard of me?"

"You are a legend. I thought you were dead," Evin admitted.

"Most thought that. I survived. My ship and I were a bit worse for wear. I managed to get back here obviously. The doc found my stasis tube and well …." Ivan motioned with his artificial right arm. They could hear the soft whir and whines of servos and other motors.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ivan was amused when each of the four lordlings vied for the center of attention. They made their introductions and then told them of how the emperor had drastically fumbled the war, allowing the Federation to be reborn nearby and then fumbled fighting the Federation to the point where the Federation was only a jump away from them.

"What do you propose we do?" He was genuinely curious about the answer. He noted that some of the other Necromongers had redirected the tech from the lordlings to salvage. He ordered that the communications gear be used to access any radio or other feeds outside the pyramid. They needed data and needed to know the truth.

It was only that last thought that made him realize he didn't quite trust the lordlings. Something was off and not just their willingness to betray their emperor. His emperor? Was this foolish mortal his emperor too? He wasn't sure.

"We need new leadership," the one called Evin stated. He had the beetle key. He seemed to know the most about the Necrons. "The emperor and his family have led us through one disaster after another and has proven he is unfit to rule. He has become unstable and lashes out, blaming others for his failures. We need clear and concise leadership," Evin stated.

Ivan cocked his head as he processed that. As he did so, his implant to the temple network told him that the antenna had been deployed. The satellite was not in the sky, but they were getting other signals. It would take some time to fully decrypt them.

Though the pirate lords might be able to shorten that process. He ignored the waking and linkage while he focused on the lords.

They had soldiers. Each was armed. The weapons were pathetic though.

"We'll need resources," he said.

"We can work on that," Evin stated. "And intelligence of course," he said, licking his lips.

"If you require refreshments, we can supply them. The well is still functional," Ivan stated.

"No thanks, I've brought my own," Evin replied, showing his canteen. He took a sip from it.

Ivan smiled slightly. The lad reminded him of the stories of mortals who had entered the hall of faeries and had been told not to eat or drink or they'd be trapped.

He turned when he noted a new report. The bodies had been processed. What bodies? He frowned puzzled as he downloaded the information from the Necron guardians.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sydney was not happy about how things were going. Oh, he was happy that they were finding allies, but it was troubling the amount of death in that chamber. It was not at all like he'd been told. Nothing was like what he'd imagined.

Most of the cybernetics were crude compared to what he'd read about in the history books. Take for instance Ivan the Terrible. He was heavily scarred, and the implants were crude. The prosthetics that made up his legs from the knee down were skeletal.

He was still wondering about what other surprises they were going to see when one came to them.

He had a brief thought of wishing they'd controlled access to the data when things turned quickly.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"What the hell?" Eden said, rearing back in horror at the sight coming out of the shadows near her. "What is it? It's an abomination!" she whispered, eyes wide in horror. She clutched at Evin's arm in terror.

"What?" Ivan demanded, turning to the group. He wasn't sure what to make of these lordlings. They were soft. It was good to be needed again though.

"That!" the woman said, pointing a shaking finger at an ape skull and brain. Wiring was fed into the top of the jar. The ape's head lacked soft tissue like eyes and lips. The eyes had been replaced with camera lenses. The black glass was like pitiless eyes of a predator.

"What?"

"What does she speak of?"

"Check the media feeds; they just came up," a Neogorilla cyborg growled, coming out from the shadows. He pointed an accusing finger at the group of pirate lords. "They have killed our kind. Hunted and killed any species other than their own. Now they have tried to do the same across the galaxy. They are no better than the Xenos!"

His hot breath and rage-filled body made Ivan turn from the gorilla to the humans. "Is this true?" he whispered, good eye seeking the truth in each of them.

"It is!" a Veraxin said, scuttling out of the shadows. She had her entire lower body replaced with a robot. "They have gladiator games where they bring other species in and labs where they dissect us!"

"Oh, you fools! You poor sick, deluded fools!" Ivan said in rage as the howls began. "Get out!" he snarled, voice rising to a bellow as the chamber shook. "You are not of us!"

"Betrayed! Our people have been betrayed!" a cat roared. Other roars answered. Evin shook in fear, aware of the terror in the others.

"Run little pitiful humans, and we'll hunt you and your traitorous race down. We shall have our revenge!" another voice snarled.

Evin began to sweat as he went from a backwards walk to a trot. When a robot leg came out of the shadows and stomped one of the soldiers flat, he broke out into a full on run, a whimper tearing at his throat. He heard weapons fire, but the crashing thunder and echoes were nothing compared to the sights around him. Another soldier was cut down and then dragged off into the dark. Soldiers wheeled and fired from their hips, trying to protect the pirate lords at the center of their group.

He saw the body of a soldier who had recently died in an open doorway that robots were remaking into a gruesome cyborg thing. Some of the flesh from the victim was sliced off and used to repair flesh of some of the old cyborgs. Some was fed into a bubbling vat.

"Move!" one of the sergeants said, pushing him forward urgently. He turned and tried to pick up the pace. A snick and gasp made him duck instinctively. He felt hot sticky something splash onto his back and hair but he kept running.

Eden fell as something sliced into the back of her legs from behind. She whimpered and screamed for help but was dragged off. Another soldier in front of Evin fell as something with a lot of blades fell from above. Lights played out around them; some of the soldiers spotted and fired on the cyborgs frantically. Sometimes they hit home and blood or hydraulic fluid splattered them. Evin urgently wiped at something from his left eye and dodged a body but kept moving urgently forward.
  


 



Chapter 34
 

H002

The Resolution class heavy cruiser Armando Diaz jumped into the outskirts of the H002 star system. The navigational team was congratulating themselves on the accuracy of the jump while plotting the next leg of their journey.

While they did that, the ship's long-range sensors probed the darkness around them. CIC reported the faint signs of ships near the normal jump point. Some of the bridge crew were dismayed by the news. The captain shrugged such concerns aside. "We expected as much. Stick to the plan," Captain Stuart stated.

She still harbored doubts about the survivability of their mission, but the water dwellers had helped over a few of them. Their efficiency in hyperspace had let her ship shave weeks off of each journey. It had also allowed them to come in on different vectors than the established jump point zones, therefore, away from waiting enemy defenses.

The time saved was nothing to sneeze at. That meant they had that much more fuel for what was expected to be one of the hardest parts of their journey. Once in Nuevo Madrid, she would need to find some way to resupply before moving on.

She wished she could communicate with the homeworld about what she was seeing but it was not to be. Still she knew the ships were there, so the Admiralty had been right.

She wished she knew what was in Nuevo Madrid. Most likely the enemy had a picket in B-95a3. She knew her tactical department were drooling over the idea of getting in behind enemy lines and hammering a convoy. She had no intention of going off mission. Still, they had a right to dream so she didn't pop their bubble.

"Course plotted, Skipper," the navigator stated.

"Can we do a skip?" she asked. She expected the answer to be no. He shook his head. "Didn't think so. Okay, we do it the hard way. Get us underway. CIC, keep your eyes peeled for enemy ship movement."

A chorus of aye ayes answered her.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The four Federation cruisers at the H001 jump point noted the intruder well outside the jump zone. After an hour of scans, the ship was identified as a Resolution class. There was no IFF, so she was tagged as a possible enemy.

Two ships, both heavy cruisers at the Garth jump point, were detailed to intercept the ship. The others remained behind in case the ship was a ruse to draw the picket away from the jump point.

The various bridge crews were surprised when the cruiser didn't head for the Garth jump point but instead headed for a halfway around the star system from it.

They were even more surprised when the enemy didn't turn around at the sight of two heavy cruisers coming to intercept her. Captain Falling Drop had sent a division after the ship while keeping the second division back in case the ship got past the first.

Several days later the enemy cruiser went to an unknown vector on the outskirts of the star system and then jumped into hyperspace a day out from any engagement date with the Federation cruisers.

Both ships cut their drives and then warmed up their tachyon transceivers to share the news with the rest of the cruiser squadron.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Tony floated on his back, turning slowly as he swam ever so slightly against the artificial current in the tank. His masters were feeding him a simulation of hyperspace around the ship. He flicked the fins on his arms and legs and spread and flexed other fins to maneuver around the tangles of shadow gravity in hyperspace.

He felt the harness around him adjust as his handler moved the ring with the feed to it so the cables wouldn't get entangled. He had a series of data lines hooked up to the implants along his spine and through them to his nervous system.

He was shedding a little, flakes of skin were coming off because of the chlorine in the water. He was oblivious to the discomfort. He had a mission to complete. This was what they were there for.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

When Captain Falling Drop got the news, he brought his senior staff in to pow wow about the situation. "Okay, that doesn't make sense. And when the enemy does something I can't make sense of, I'm worried."

"Agreed, sir," the XO stated. "What are they up to?"

"Nothing good I bet."

"Sir …," the navigator paused when the captain turned to her.

"Yes? What is it Tammy?"

"Based on that heading and location, we've determined that the ship is making a blind jump to Nuevo Madrid."

"And thus getting behind our lines. They could go after the convoys, even deploy mines and ruin someone's day," the captain stated. The TACO nodded in grim agreement. "We need to detach a ship to let Garth and the Admiralty know. Get everything to Shrilanka and tell them to not spare the horses."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Horath

Captain Elvira Varbossa was finally getting a handle on her newest primary project. Her R&D department had been tasked with finding an answer to the enemy's fighter, bomber, and missile issue. She'd come up with a multi-tiered approach. She was running it through the tactical computers.

Rail guns had obviously been the first to be explored. They used energy to drive large amounts of metallic mass into the path of an incoming target. Kinetic energy from the two hitting each other destroyed the target. But you had to have good targeting and a lot of mass to spray into the path. The counters were obvious, using ECM and stealth along with maneuver to throw off the rain gun's aim.

It was one reason why she wasn't overtly fond of them. She had, however, created a new “shredder” round that would explode into a cloud of pellets. She couldn't find a sensor system that could handle the G's and rail gun's EM field though. Her best effort had resulted in two destroyed rail guns before she'd finally hit on the right idea of using a mechanical timer to set off the charge to blow the shredder round apart.

But it meant the timer had to be set by hand or preset for an entire series. Not good.

There were three major problems with rail guns. Power demand was a big one. Rail guns were power hogs, taking up nearly the same amount of power as energy weapons. Second, they didn't track well and traversing took time as did firing them. But the big one was something she had yet to figure out a fix for. They tend to tear themselves apart by ablating the inside of the rail gun barrel with every shot. Plasma burst from the moving projectile wore away at the barrel liner and then came out of the muzzle of the barrel as an expanding cloud of gas.

Accuracy was her sticking point which was why she'd gone for the shredder round approach. But her simulations had shown that by reducing the mass of an individual hit in order to generate the greater likelihood of said hit she'd traded off a bit more than she'd wanted. The less mass and kinetic energy the object had meant the less likely it was to penetrate the enemy's shield or wear it down.

And that still didn't resolve the barrel wear issue; something that had haunted weapon designers for thousands of years apparently.

That alone told her she wasn't going to find a quick fix. Which was why she'd taken her shredder round and applied it to create war shot counter missiles. She couldn't pack a force emitter and hyper capacitor into a counter missile so that was the next best thing.

Her second tier was made up of interceptors. The interceptor fighters would go out to intercept both enemy small craft and missiles far outside the perimeter of the fleet or defensive instillation. Her plan was for them to carry loads of her war shot rounds over anti-fighter missiles. If it worked, they could fire a spray of war shot into the path of the enemy force or missile swarm, breaking them up or even performing mission kills during a ballistic stage.

Her third tier took a page from the enemy and from the history books in the form of a defensive craft. Since they couldn't rely on A.I., she had designed the craft based on a generic fighter platform with defensive drone weapons. Two Point Defense Laser ball turrets—one dorsal, one ventral—were her only armament. The craft would also have a massive shield umbrella and good long-range sensors and tactical computers.

Her plan was to have the defensive craft as the last tier of defense before the ship's defenses. The defensive craft were energy hogs though; they needed an onboard micro fusion reactor, which was a problem. They also would need big force emitters. Fortunately, she had designed the craft with the idea of taking an emitter design from a destroyer and adapting it to the craft.

Based on her simulations the craft could employ the PDLs or the shield, not both. As a last minute improvisation, she'd left open the ability to have hard points so it could also potentially carry war shot counter missiles. The trade-off for the extra structural engineering and control lines meant a bit more weight and time to build, and the extra mass would reduce the ship's range before requiring refueling. But it allowed more tactical flexibility.

The more they invested in computers, faster software, hardware, and better sensors the more likely they would be able to fend off the enemy. But she recognized it was a race; the enemy would be using their cyber warfare skills to find holes in any data net to get into and exploit. Her people really needed to better develop A.I. of their own.

She paused as she ran a frustrated hand through her hair. She was aware that some warships still had some sort of A.I. on board when they were found by the Gather Fleet. Her people had learned long ago to disable any central computer network before powering up a ship. They went to great lengths to get the ghost out of the machine to keep the A.I. from killing or interfering with their salvage efforts.

Which meant they had over the centuries stopped trying to find ways to utilize A.I. At best many considered them a dangerous liability. Only recently was the tech being explored again. When she casually took a look into the files, she was surprised to find that the latest advances in software and A.I. tech could be traced back to lessons taken from captured New Federation civilian hardware. The boxes and civilian training aids that some of the spy ships had brought in. She shook her head at that. Considering the source though, they needed to be careful on just how much they trusted the software. She played an index finger over her lip. Were the powers that be aware that there could be software exploits and back doors in the software? Hopefully so. She did a quick scan of the files but hit a series of security firewalls so she backed off.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Admiralty received the first hot wash of Elvira's ideas the following week when Malwin demanded a progress report. Elvira was nervous as she did her pitch to the Admiralty. Catherine's wink helped settle her, but she could tell some, like the admirals she didn't know well, were highly skeptical. Some like Admiral Cartwright approved.

Once she was finished and withdrew, Malwin surveyed the group. “We gave her a short time to find a solution to a problem that generations of officers have wrestled with. She did what I expected. She gave us a menu of options and each are structured to use tech we currently can build in-house with a few exceptions,” he stated.

Lewis nodded. “I personally like the defensive platform. It takes away from the general purpose squadrons, but if there is no carrier to come back to, there is no point of fielding them,” he stated. “And they can do more than just protect one ship.”

“Exactly. There are strategic and tactical options she barely scratched the surface on. I admit that we need more time to examine these options. I do like that she has outlined the steps in construction and even managed a few live fire tests,” Vice Admiral Rupert Bradley, head of BUSHIPS, stated with a shake of his head.

“To think someone could do what she does, on a crushingly short deadline with little to no resources!”

“I know,” Malwin stated. “Which is why she is indispensable. It is also why I am pushing for her to be promoted to commodore or right straight to rear admiral,” he said, looking directly at the head of BUPERS. Vice Admiral Latisha Nuert scowled. She was well aware of the fact that the captain was a protégée of Admiral Cartwright as well as the lover of the princess. “She needs the rank to pitch this to the House of Lords as well as to others.”

“I agree,” Admiral Post stated.

“Abstain,” Catherine murmured, flipping a hand up and then settling it down flat on the table when all eyes fell on her. Others around the table either agreed or abstained for their own reasons. No one was willing to object.

“I agree,” Admiral Rico said from his position at the other end of the table. “Have the paperwork done by the end of the week. I want her promoted in a ceremony Monday,” he stated, looking significantly at the head of BUPERS. “We could use it as a spot of good news.”

Catherine stilled.

“And don't warn her,” Malwin said with a brief smile to the princess.

“Oh, I'll behave,” Catherine chuckled. “Just as long as I can be in the room when she finds out!”

That earned a chuckle from some of the people around the table.

“Of the plan’s various tiers, it's clear her shredder rounds are the easiest to implement. I particularly like the shredder counter missiles. We have them but we've been using ball bearings. Her argument to use fragmenting iron is valid. I'm surprised none of our people thought of that before,” Admiral Bradley stated. “And what she said about mass shifting is accurate. We solved it with a resin holding the ball bearings together, but she's right, it evaporates during the payload dispersion explosion. It is a waste of mass.”

“We can sort that out in what, a week?” Admiral Rico asked.

“She has it worked out, even the logistics. That's one reason I handed it to her. I'd like more time to do a series of live fire dispersal tests. But I believe we can get the prototypes into production by then. The same for the rail gun rounds.”

“Good.”

“Alerting the suppliers could cause a problem,” Admiral Nuert said nastily. All eyes fell on her. “They may not take too kindly to the loss of the business.”

Malwin scowled at the implied threat. “We'll figure it out. They've got enough business with other projects anyway. It's not like we don't need ball bearings for a thousand and one different applications!”

Admiral Bradley nodded. He was relatively new to his position. Admiral Cartwright had made some recent effort into clearing out deadwood. That effort and the relentless pressure of running BUSHIPS had pushed him to his present position.

“She has a point about the interceptors. The problem is they can't go toe-to-toe with the enemy fighters. Our files state that even with three-to-one odds in our favor they still tend to lose,” Admiral Post stated. “I'm not sure how much of an impact the latest round in refits will make.”

“Which is a serious problem. I'm pushing for the latest fighters to be put in the carrier fortresses and carriers on the jump point. We'll cycle the other fighters into reserve units,” Malwin stated. More than one person began to object to that. He held up a hand. “I realize a lot of the reservists are … attached to their fighters. They can go to active duty or lose their seat. I don't care which but they damn well better make up their mind. And I think it's high time we call up all reservists. We need full time officers and enlisted, not weekend warriors. Not when Horath itself is under threat of invasion.”

All eyes turned slowly to the other end of the table and the minister of war.

Admiral Rico drummed his fingers on the table and then nodded. “I know it could cause some political waves. But you have a point,” he stated with a nod to Malwin. “Draft the orders,” he said, turning to Admiral Post.

“Aye aye, sir.”

“And the last design? We're a bit off the subject. I think her defensive fighter sucks,” Admiral Nuert stated. She turned an expectant look on Catherine but was disappointed to see the princess wasn't reacting with indignation. Catherine wasn't reacting at all. “You have to admit that design is the shakiest. It is built on a house of cards.”

“I admit there are some what-ifs and she didn't get to fully simulate the design or refine it beyond a basic concept,” Catherine stated. “But she took as much off-the-shelf tech into the design as she could, which has been tested and vetted. Moreover, she identified a few places where we can speed that tech up and improve it. Which we can send back to the ships that use it,” she stated with a look to Admiral Bradley.

He nodded. “I saw that too. She's thorough,” he stated. “As far as the house of cards reference,” he turned to the head of BUPERS. “I'm in a better position than you to understand the design. The only what-if thing is the fighter fusion reactor. Well, that and better tactical computers and sensors.”

“What about the force emitters?”

“We have them. She based them on off-the-shelf components of our shelved destroyer program,” he stated. “We actually have many of them in storage.”

“The rest of the cockpit is off-the-shelf. Any ideas on the tactical computers?” Admiral Bradley stated, looking at Catherine.

She shrugged. “The best computers we've got come from El Dorado for obvious reasons. They are in short supply as you know. We might be able to emulate some of their design or cobble something up. We might even be able to pull tactical computer networks out of the Apollo corvette design,” she said thoughtfully. “I think they were liquid cooled …,” she frowned thoughtfully and then shook herself. “Sorry, I was about to text her,” she said looking up.

“Write a list. She could spend part of this week working on refining that concept while overseeing the Shredder rounds,” Malwin stated. “That should keep her busy.”

Catherine snorted. No doubt Elvira was out in the waiting room doing that now, not that she was willing to admit it. He would probably find additional work for her if he did.

“Give me a budget. I know it will be preliminary, but we'll work on refining it once we know what the prototypes can do,” Admiral Rico stated, “and the paperwork for her promotion and the activation of the reserves. I'll run that over to the emperor today,” he said, looking at Catherine.

She smiled. “I have a feeling I'm going to be busy working on tactical simulations, sir. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” he said with a snort. “I think we should take a lunch break and then go over the usual weekly reports. Agreed?”

Heads nodded. He smiled and stood. “Dismissed for an hour then, ladies and gentlemen,” he stated before he left the room.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine snorted when she caught Elvira in the waiting room working on her tablet with single-minded intensity. She went over and nudged her partner, then nudged her again. When that didn't slow the woman's flashing fingers and break her focus, she reached down and twisted the tablet out of her grasp.

“Hey! Oh,” Elvira said, blushing as she looked up. “Sorry, ma'am,” she said as she slowly rose and brushed the lap of her skirt. “Do they need me again?”

“No, I think you laid it out pretty well. They want more details on some things, and you'll have to get the designs into prototypes soon. But it went rather well,” Catherine said, tucking the tablet under her arm. “And, I'll let you have your toy back if you go to lunch with me,” she said impishly.

Elvira's lips puckered as she reached for the device but then her hand fell. “Okay,” she said.

“Just okay?” Catherine asked.

“I haven't figured out the problems with the power plant,” Elvira said, distress evident. “I …” Catherine shushed her with a finger to her lips. She looked around and was grateful to see the yeoman was busy. She dropped her hand. “You are one woman. We've got an entire R&D as well as a logistics department. Let them carry some of the load. You focus on what you can and learn to delegate.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Catherine snorted. “Come on. Let's go find something to eat. I'm famished.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“You want to activate the reserves? Do a general call-up?” the emperor demanded. He'd heard the report of the Varbossa woman's defensive plan. He had been impressed as usual with her thoroughness and ability to get it done under a tight deadline.

“The initial plan was to do it all at once. I now believe we should do it in phases,” Theo stated, looking from the emperor to the Empress and then back again. “That way we don't overwhelm the system and create chaos. Many of the reservists will be … rusty,” he stated.

Irazabeth snorted. “Given how some of them are unfit and were just on the books as a reservist, I'd say that was an understatement.”

The emperor frowned but then nodded. “Clear out the deadwood. Get them sorted out.”

“Thank you, sire,” Theo said, grateful for the easy sell. “It will help BUPERS with their manning tables in time, sire,” he stated. “But it will play a bit of havoc with our budgets, training and manning especially.”

“Figure it out and get me the numbers,” the emperor stated.

“Yes, sire. One other thing, we're promoting Captain Varbossa to commodore and seek your blessing on it.”

The emperor cocked his head and then nodded slowly. “She's certainly earned it,” he said grudgingly. “Set up the ceremony for later in the week.”

“Yes, sire.”

“We'll do it in the palace. Sakura can use it as a photo op for the good press. Make sure Catherine knows, and we move them here for it in a timely manner.”

“Yes, sire,” the minister of war stated. Trust the emperor to want to make a big hoopla out of it. Come to think of it, it was a wise idea. Elvira was contributing tremendously, and even though a lot of her work was classified, it should be celebrated. And she could serve as an example for others to emulate.

If that was, they didn't want to try to tear her down. Some people were like that, they didn't want to be held to a higher standard, resented it so they tried to tear a hero down for being mortal.

“Ahem.”

“Sorry, sire, considering the optics. I'll get it done.”

“Do so. Out,” the emperor said, cutting the circuit.
  


 



Chapter 35
 

Garth

Captain Ozman pursed her lips in a sour grimace as she listened to the report of the completion of the first Federation fortress. It was all over the news. The forts that her people had built had been destroyed in the fighting or had surrendered and had been rebuilt by the Feds. The celebration of the completion of their first Mulberry Fortress was alarming.

She shook her head and then turned back to the media report when they showed video of the fort. It was massive and not a rock. "What the frackin' hell," one of her former sailors said. "What are we doin' here if they've got that up there?"

"I don't know," another sailor said.

"We're doing what we're told," she said sharply, bringing them up short. "Check those pots. And make sure that cable is shielded. We don't need any noise leakage," she said, indicating the project they were working on.

"Aye aye, ma'am."

"Ma'am … is it really that big?"

"Remember that video scale can be deceiving. And they can make it look bigger than it really is to screw with our heads," she replied. She herself wasn't so sure. If the scale was accurate, and judging from the Delta shuttle it most likely was, the fortress was about twice the size of a super dreadnought. It was therefore a monitor in size, which was terrifying.

Throw in the shoals of missile pods and weapon platforms around the outer edge of the screen and she knew anything that came near it was doomed. And they were building more of the damn things!

The idea of the Fed engineers building that thing in less than a year was humbling. She couldn't help but feel a bit jealous and envious over the achievement. She also wished she could switch sides.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The first two squadrons of prowlers quietly arrived in Garth. They had one week resupply in orbit, with a limited liberty, and then on to the next leg of their mission. The crews of the ships were eager and excited to get on with their mission.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Briggs was informed that a civilian administration team was being dispatched from the State Department. They would oversee the occupation and eventual transition to an elected government. He was offered the option of continuing his work in the field or joining the Administration.

"I'd prefer remaining in the field if possible or finding a middle ground," he stated as he sat in his leather recliner. "If at all possible, I'd like to see Horath's fall."

"Of course. It all depends upon how close you want to get."

"I'm perfectly fine here."

"There is a third option," Monty's avatar stated. The captain raised an eyebrow, but when he realized his facial expressions weren't transmitted, he tapped a question mark on the virtual keyboard.

"I'm going to see Horath fall as well. But I'm being promoted to rear admiral, and I'm being sent to take command of ONI and all naval forces in Sigma."

"Ah?"

"We are going to have a lot of worlds to clean pirates from. More importantly, somewhere in Sigma there is the Horathian's El Dorado. We need to find it."

The captain rubbed his chin and mouth. "Can I hold off on an answer?"

"Of course. Nothing is written in stone at this point. I'm going to be leaving for your neck of the woods within a few weeks. It'll take my ships time to get to Garth."

"I see," the captain murmured. He wasn't thrilled about being on a ship for prolonged periods of time but the idea of being able to infiltrate worlds throughout Sigma sector was very appealing to him.

"I need to go. Give me your answer when you are ready," Monty replied.

"Understood. And congratulations on the promotion," the captain replied. "You've earned it."

"We'll see. See you in a few months," Monty replied as he disconnected the circuit.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once the command fortress was completed, Amadeus detached Commodore Harris and TF2.2 to H002 to complete the securing of the empty star system. He planned to resupply the CruRon there. Commodore Vargess would take TF 2.3 and leapfrog Dwight's force to take and hold H001 … that was if the prowler reported no sign of enemy fleet movement.

They would be taking a dozen munition colliers with them. The munition colliers would follow TF 2.3 into H001 and then dump their loads of lethal cargo there and then return to pick up more in Garth. More would follow once they sent back couriers announcing their possession.

When the first three forts were completed in Garth, the plan was to move all of Second Fleet into H002 and then H001. From there Second Fleet would watch as engineering ships went about building forts and defenses in H001, sealing that path.

He really should find a way for Commodore I'r'll to get more tugs to move the surviving fortresses to the H002 jump point or to the orbit of the planet. The bug's engineers were making great strides in clearing up the wreckage from the various battles. Could she send the forts from Dead Drop and Bf994 on ballistic courses to the H002 jump point? Couldn't his ships do something about slowing them down? He made a note for his A.I. to ask. Inquiring minds wanted to know.

He was still of two minds about the Admiralty's long-term strategic plan. It harkened back to some great strategies over the centuries though—Miyamato Musashi, World War II's invasion of Normandy, and the Marine invasion of Earth during the First A.I. war to name but a few—using psychological warfare and deception to break the enemy's will.

He just hoped it worked. It was his sailors who were going to do the fighting and dying eventually either way.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agent N'gumo was well back in an observation position as he watched the team. The attack had gone well but they'd lingered too long in the extraction. The reaction team had hunted the attack team down, driving them to ground near his position.

The distraction that was supposed to draw the Marines away before the attack on the depot had been late. He made a note to find out who was responsible and hold the accountable for the bloodbath unfolding.

They'd practically led the Marines to him. Not something he was thrilled about. He at least had three evacuation routes from his hillside observation post setup. No doubt drone and satellite coverage were beginning to thicken over the battlefield. He needed to extract soon.

As he surveyed the zone, he noted his people had taken good cover in the trees. Or, at least he'd thought it had been good cover right up until a Marine sniper shot a soldier through a tree trunk. He caught sight of the chest of the soldier explode from the round out of the corner of his eye. The maple tree cracked and groaned as the soldier who had been trying to hide behind it was torn apart.

Agent N'gumo gulped. He saw one of the officers order them to fall back deeper into the woods and to find better cover. He also noted the call alerted the Marines who shifted to the leadership as their next target.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kissinger learned a hard lesson from Agent N'gumo's report. He made sure to pass it on to the troops. Don't stay under cover while under fire too long, and don't come up at the same spot twice in a row. Don't trust a tree or wall to protect you.

According to the reports from Agent N'gumo and the media intercepts, the enemy's Fourth Division was about to arrive at any moment. That meant he needed to get as much information as he could as well as much supplies as he could before the coming jarhead storm.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

John Smith huffed as he climbed the wooded trail. Feel the burn indeed. The pack was heavy, but he didn't try to adjust it. The padded straps were fine the load was just awkward. Trying to adjust it would throw him off balance, something he could ill afford with one hand on a hillside.

The best part about playing pack mule was that he was out in the open. That meant he could use his implants as long as he did so discretely, usually at the halfway point between bases. He preferred to do a burst uplink when they sat for a rest break. The compressed stream gave his location and log including where he'd been. Hopefully, the man in white would be able to make sense of it. He rarely got a chance to tap his implants when he was near or inside a base.

He wasn't learning much as far as he was concerned. They were using him as a pack mule, occasional observer, and agitator/provocateur in the bars and in demonstrations. That was about it. When some of the lead agitators had been picked up for questioning by the Feds, the Horathains had gotten cagey about putting their people in play in the open.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Briggs shook his head when he read the report. The Horathians had hit a police armory. It didn't make sense since they'd used a mix of tactical gear and civilian weapons to do it. They'd also attacked when a REACT team was nearby. Apparently, the distraction they'd started to draw the enemy away had gone off late.

Or the reverse? He wasn't certain. Based on the limited intel from the upload, Smith had arranged he knew that the enemy was still testing and gauging reaction times. Which was stupid. Fourth Division was going to walk all over them when they arrived.

But the enemy probably knew that they were all destined for an internment camp and most likely a war crimes tribunal and possible execution anyway. They were just fighting cautiously, more cautiously than expected.

Had they known that the depot largely held nonlethal weapons? And most had tracking devices? Not to mention alarms? The Federation knew that such places were targets. Their own experience on Antigua and elsewhere had painfully driven home the lessons to watch and guard them carefully. Apparently, the enemy didn't know that though.

Or, someone had ruthlessly dangled their attack team out to draw the REACT team into a fire fight? He wouldn't put that past the Horathians either. He was tempted to station some traps of his own, but since he didn't know if Smith would be involved, he held off.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

One week after their arrival in orbit, almost to the hour, the last shuttle docked with the last prowler. Commodore I'rll watched it for a moment then turned away. She was grateful to see the sailors return to their berths unharmed. They'd all been scrupulously careful to remain in the secure zones and bases her people had constructed.

Now, if Fourth Division would just kindly show up and finish pacifying the planet, her engineers on the ground could be more productive with the civil works projects.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Brigadier General Kodiak nodded once as the ship's A.I. informed him that they were in Garth space.

He tucked his massive arms behind his back as he turned to his staff intelligence officer. His A.I. was reporting information dumps coming in. Apparently, Admiral White had set up a dump of information for him from the Dead Drop picket as requested. He nodded. "Start waking them up," he said.

His staff nodded as they swung into action. His people would need at least a week to wake everyone and get them sorted out. No doubt the medics would be working on that. The ships were about to get a bit crowded.

It would take only three days for his ships to arrive in orbit. But he'd left strict orders for their arrival and timing to not be revealed to the media. He wanted to observe the enemy for himself for a short time before they engaged.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Amadeus grinned as he heard the report about Fourth Division's arrival. “Excellent. The Marines have arrived. Now we've got ourselves a party!”

There were a few chuckles from his staff over that one. To be honest he'd been distressed over the increasing reports of violence on the planet. Just as things had been settling down, the enemy had decided to kick things up. Out of spite no doubt and to make it clear they were still there. But he knew it was something more. A last gasp perhaps? They obviously knew Fifth Fleet was coming; his people hadn't hidden that fact from the local media.

Soon enough it would be their move. He was pretty sure this General K wasn't going to like it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Briggs nodded at the news. General Kodiak was a cagey bear; he'd seen what the bear could do on Protodon. No doubt he'd love Agent Smith's compiled reports. The locations of the bases would be a great way for them to hit back.

He was of two minds about pulling his agent. Smith was the best agent, the one that had gotten in the deepest. He was racking up some impressive finds too, locating where the enemy had hideouts in his area. He also logged chatter. He had yet to find the enemy's command center though. There was speculation that General K was on the water or waterfront. Apparently, he had a ship. His people were looking into that.
  


 



Chapter 36
 

Bek

News of the recent battle in New Horizon was sent to the other commands through the Admiralty. Captain Firefly's achievement made it into the Fleet Times since it was the most recent battle. It was also most notable because it was Firefly, and it was the first time an A.I. had commanded a force in modern memory.

When word got to Bek, many prejudiced officers and noncoms were surprised that an A.I. had been in command. "How did we miss that?"

"Captain Firefly. Did someone forget him or did someone just assume it was a T'clock name?" Rear Admiral Richard Maok demanded. Even though he had been forced to retire, he still kept in touch with his network of friends and protégées in and out of the service.

"His appointment was by Admiral Irons’ command. At the time we weren't in a position to do something about it," Rear Admiral Shiro Ishi, also retired, replied. "I just found out some of our friends in BUPERS tried to get a proper person assigned to the post."

"And?"

"Apparently Admiral Pashenkov stepped in and reprimanded them. Given that it would have been noticed by the media, it was the right call," Admiral Ishi stated. He could tell the others around the room were not happy and clearly resented the Neowolf's actions, not that any of them had a choice. "For the moment we're going to have to suck it up and just deal with it."

The grumbling was barely tolerable. He just shrugged it off. Like it or not their presence and power in the fleet had been curtailed yet again. Each time they tried to flex their muscles and re-establish the old status quo they were pared down even further. His friends and colleagues needed to learn what he'd learned as a spook long ago, to be patient and use subtlety to get the end result they wanted.

But, to also be able to accept that some things they couldn't change.

Given that some of them were dinosaurs and pretty set in their ways, that was not going to be easy.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

New Horizon

Fifth Fleet's arrival was announced by first the arrival of the prowler and then its IFF was broadcast. Once Captain Firefly uploaded his logs, the prowler departed.

Six hours later Fifth Fleet itself arrived in one massive arrival footprint. The fleet's task forces were grouped and arrayed in formations with the fleet flagship at the heart of the formation. It was an impressive sight.

They exchanged IFF and then salutes. Once Captain Firefly was linked into the fleet's tachyon network, he spoke with Rear Admiral V'r'z'll. "Greetings, Admiral. Your timing could have been a tad better. We handled it however."

"Better late than never," the admiral said. She was still coming to grips with the news that an A.I. had commanded in battle. It wasn't unheard of; in fact, it had been more or less common in the old Federation up to and including the Xeno war. She had even read about the Ghost Fleet. Still, it was something unusual for her to consider given her upbringing.

It definitely made her reconsider an A.I. and their abilities.

"Well, that's certainly true. We had a bit of a dustup. Uploading logs now," Firefly stated.

"I had the hot wash already," the admiral stated.

"Yes, ma’am. We're still sorting out the mess. If your factory ships wish to pick over the derelicts, feel free. ONI has had their shot at them."

"Understood. I definitely wish to resupply my force, specifically with your fuel supply," the Veraxin stated.

"The amount of fuel currently on hand is in the log, ma'am. Your A.I. has it. In anticipation of your arrival, I stepped up production. I believe there should be sufficient stockpiles for your fleet."

"Understood," the admiral replied as her A.I. fed her the information on her HUD. "I'll let me staff handle the details then. I'll also be taking the Winterspell CruRon as well as the destroyers. After some careful consideration, I've decided to leave Shredder and Sicily and their support ships with you."

Captain Firefly noted internally that she hadn't offered to make good on their losses. He couldn't complain however. "Thank you, ma'am."

"I understand we have some promotions and transfers to deal with."

"Yes, ma’am. If at all possible, I'd like to skim some additional personnel to get rid of some more of these prize vessels if you believe you can spare a few navigators and helmsman."

"I think we can arrange something as long as I get them back in time," the admiral stated. "I'll have my staff look into that as well."

"Thank you, ma'am."

"I see I have ansible downloads to digest. Good day, captain," the admiral stated by way of dismissal.

"Good day, Admiral," Captain Firefly stated as he logged out.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

It didn't take long for Rear Admiral V'r'z'll to complete the news updates from the ansible. After that she made certain her staff had the resupply well underway before she called the captain of Winterspell over for an interview.

It took two days for the captain to arrive on her ship. When he arrived it was in full formal uniform. "Captain Misipeka about the Bek reference," she stated, signaling first-degree anger. "You were well out of line."

"Yes, ma’am. I know that."

"And yet you did it anyway?"

"At the time it seemed like a good idea. I thought we could take them. In the end we did. Other than that I don't have much of a defense, ma'am. I am sorry," he stated.

Her study of Terrans as well as her universal implant told her his body language radiated apology. She was still not happy though she appreciated his contrition.

"What was Admiral Quartermain's take on the information you gave him?" she asked.

He shrugged. "I don't know, ma'am, I haven't been privy to any interviews with him. He is on one of the prize ships that has been outfitted as a prison ship. ONI should have the recordings, ma'am."

"Understood. I am not stripping you of your command at this time. I'm waiting on a response from the Admiralty. Until I get a response, you can retain your command. But if I see you step out of line so stupidly again …," she made a snipping motion with both of her upper claws.

The ape nodded, eyes wide. "Yes, ma’am."

"Dismissed."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Admiralty had left orders to record but ignore the transmissions from the planet and its Horathian governor. "It's not like we can do anything about them with our Marines in Garth at the moment," Captain Silverfish commented during a captain's meeting.

"No, no, we can't. I want the fleet to complete its resupply by the end of the week so we can move on. If there are any issues, we need to resolve them here and now. Once we get to Finagle, we may be entering combat right away," Admiral V'r'z'll stated. She had already dispatched the prowler to move ahead of them. She refused to move without adequate intelligence again. Given that Winterspell's CruRon had been forced off their station, they had to recon the route all over again.

"I have a few things to attend to. I expect the resupply to be completed on time."

"Aye aye, ma'am. We'll get it done."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Quartermain was lounging on the bunk, staring at the brig ceiling and wondering how the Feds kept everything so damn clean and shipshape when people began to react to a visitor.

The reaction started as a rustle but then low mutters.

He turned his head. He knew many of their captors were not human. He had more or less gotten used to it over the weeks. There was no point making a fuss over it; such antics weren't going to change anything.

But when he noted security was with the Veraxin bug scuttling into the long row of brig chambers he turned and rolled onto his side and then got up.

He had the lower bunk so it was simple to get up. Something told him to look shipshape so he straightened his uniform, such as it was. They'd issued him a clean uniform and did so daily, but the rank insignia and other markings were printed on not attached. Undoubtedly, they'd been concerned about someone using them as a weapon.

Which went to show just how far they trusted his people, including the officers, he thought. Given his people's long track record and how many had no doubt fallen into enemy hands by now he shouldn't be too surprised.

"Admiral, I don't think this is a good idea, ma'am. We can bring him to you."

"I'm here now so let's do this," the bug buzzed.

The master-at-arms nodded and then indicated the cell to his right where the admiral was in. "Senior officers are here, ma'am. We've got them separated from enlisted and from trouble makers."

"Leadership is usually sequestered from the rank and file. Give us a moment," the bug said as she turned to the admiral.

He couldn't read bug at all, but he had the feeling he was being sized up. Instinctively, he squared his shoulders. "You wanted to see me?"

A growl came from some of the junior officers with him. He waved them to silence with a hand flick.

"Your people respect you, even now after defeat. Interesting," the bug stated.

"They do. And you are?"

"Rear Admiral V'r'z'll. I came because I wanted to know a few things."

"Well, I'm not going anywhere so go ahead and ask. I won't promise to answer or give you answers you'll like," he said.

He could sense the grim amusement in the compartment over that defiant statement.

"Nothing overt. We have a lot of the information to complete the fall of your home star system in time. I was curious about your reaction to Captain Misipeka's conversation with you."

"Captain who?" the human admiral asked, wrinkling his nose in confusion.

"Captain Misipeka in Finagle. You spoke with him briefly."

"Oh! Him," Admiral Quartermain replied with a snort. "Yeah, I remember him now. He was trying a cyber-attack while trying to get me to surrender. It was cute but stupid. What about him?"

"I was curious about your reaction to the information he gave you and your reaction to my homeworld. Specifically, how you spun it to your Admiralty back home."

"You mean Bek is real?" Commander Jaffa demanded, shouldering his way to the front, eyes wide. Admiral Quartermain turned to observe him. The commander hadn't been taking confinement well. Everyone was frustrated, but the commander was sending off some bad vibes like he was ready to blow and rank be damned.

"I am from Bek, Commander. My conversation, however, is with Admiral Quartermain at the moment," the Veraxin stated, turning all eyes to the rear admiral. Her smaller hands moved in a series of hand signs.

"I am surprised," Kuresh said, playing for time. "I didn't know Bek really existed. You are saying it does. Why?"

"You are in confinement and most likely will not speak with your people on Horath for the time being." The bugs hands moved again in some sort of sign language. He tried to ignore it. There was something there, teasing at his mind, but he didn't want the distraction.

"You mean ever since you are most likely going to execute us," an ensign stated darkly.

"Incorrect," the bug stated. "We will only try you for crimes if we have sufficient evidence to support a charge. You were not participating in an act of piracy nor in your usual act of torturing and killing others for sport, nor were you participants in your people's criminal genocidal acts. You will be incarcerated until the war is over and then congress will decide when to release you."

Admiral Quartermain nodded as his people broke down into soft discussions of that news. "Thank you for that," he said after motioning the group to be quiet. "Why tell us though?"

"You have little to gain if you believe you are going to die anyway. We have no interest in killing people who were just doing their duty. You fought with honor for the most part. You should have surrendered sooner, but that is between you and a Horathian Admiralty court should one be convened in the future," the Veraxin stated, hands moving again. "It behooves you to shorten this war so you can be repatriated sooner."

"We're not going to turn traitor, bug!" a lieutenant snarled, waving a fist.

"The reaction to Captain Misipeka's misstatements are not classified information," the bug replied. "They may in fact be used against him in court."

"You are going to court-martial him?" an ensign asked in disbelief.

"That decision is not up to me. I was not his commanding officer at the time. The Admiralty has been informed and are suspending the investigation for the time being." The hands moved again. Kuresh wrinkled his nose and narrowed his eyes slightly. Suddenly he started to understand the hand signs. It didn't make sense, but he did. She was signaling first-degree annoyance.

"As I stated, I didn't know Bek existed. We couldn't find it in a navigational chart. I passed on the conversation and my Admiralty will process it as they see fit," Kuresh stated with an indifferent shrug.

"Sir, why tell them anything?"

"I already admitted to some of that. Why not?"

"Thank you, Admiral. Unfortunately, due to the scuttling of your ship, the electronic records were lost so we can't verify any of this. I am curious as to how this will play out in the future. Do you wish to remain with your people or do you wish to be paroled and given quarters more benefiting your rank, Admiral?"

"I'm fine," Admiral Quartermain stated. "Am I ever going to meet this Captain Firefly who was in command here?"

"Captain Firefly can interview you when he wishes. Given that he is an A.I., he has to do it electronically," the bug stated.

Kuresh froze as his people started to murmur at that news. "Are you telling me I got my ass kicked by a computer?"

"In essence, yes. An A.I. officer in command of the ships, other subordinate A.I., and organic personnel under him," the bug stated, signaling second-degree disbelief. Kuresh wondered briefly why but she kept talking. "If it is any consolation, this wasn't his first combat experience. Captain Firefly is an A.I. dating back to during the Xeno war and survived several battles then. He was also in several battles with your people in our time."

"It doesn't console me as you put it, but it does inform me," Admiral Quartermain said. "Thank you," he said.

"The information was not classified. ONI believes you already know about Firefly's exploits in Pyrax and elsewhere."

"Firefly the ship, yes. I never … you are saying the ship is here?"

"Firefly the ship is the body of Captain Firefly. Yes, the ship is here."

"Oh."

"Thank you for your time, Admiral Quartermain. I'd invite you to dinner but I'm leaving shortly, and my time is heavily scheduled. And I also believe you are still having xenophobic issues. I will endeavor not to hold them against you. Good day," the bug said, then turned around and scuttled out.

Admiral Quartermain slowly sank onto his bunk as his men turned to stare down at him. He had been given a great deal to think about.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral V'r'z'll had her interview with Admiral Quartermain uploaded to the ansible for further review. ONI and JAG would no doubt take the case further in time. For the moment though, she needed Captain Misipeka. He might have misspoken, but from the human admiral's reaction, the information had been disregarded as the captain had anticipated. She was tempted to send him packing, but there was no call from the Admiralty to do so. It seemed someone had turned a blind eye to what he had done, and he could keep his command … for the moment.

That didn't excuse or condone his action however. She fully intended to speak out against any future promotion he was supposed to get. She did make it clear to him that he was on thin ice and on probation as far as she was concerned. Once the paperwork was complete, he would be under her command, and she could can him for the slightest deviation from her orders. She made sure that was made clear to him as well.

She checked on the status and noted with approval that her people were finishing up with the refueling from the gas refineries. Once that was complete, she would then be free to move on to Finagle.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

B-95a3

Captain Sheldon was a bit irritated when a pair of ships arrived in B-95a3 from Protodon. They quickly set course to cross the star system.

Word had gotten to the picket that the two ships were headed to Nuevo Madrid to intercept an enemy cruiser expected there in a few months. As the CEV and destroyer crossed the star system, his command received orders to deploy close to the Nuevo Madrid jump point in order to cover it in case the enemy managed to avoid interception.

"I think we could have handled it on our own. I guess they didn't want us to uncover B-95a3 in the process though," he said to his XO. His XO nodded.

"Sucks though, I was hoping for a little more action now that we're back to boring normal picket duty routine."

"Agreed, sir."
  


 



Chapter 37
 

Antigua

Under persistent pressure from certain senators, Admiral Irons had their security levels upgraded so he could brief them about some of the black spending programs. He kept the details vague with just titles. “Obviously, I can't brief you in detail about every project at once. I believe you'd like to thoroughly check out each project in turn?”

Senator Merkoski turned to the others to gauge their commitment. They nodded.

“Very well. The first major project then. I am uploading details that I can distribute to your implants now. Under the security classification, you cannot copy this information or say anything about it to anyone outside of this group, nor discuss this over unsecure communication systems, nor discuss it with someone in the presence of someone else who is not cleared for it. Do you understand?”

They nodded or indicated agreement.

“I'm sorry, for the record I need a formal response.” He went around the room to each, securing a response after explaining what they were in for and the consequences for breaking their oath. Once he had them, he sent a clearance code to decrypt the project.

The senators were shocked by what they saw. He waited as they reacted, some in awe, some in surprise.

“I have to see this,” Senator Merkoski murmured.

Admiral Irons snorted. “I know. You have to see it to believe it. Trust me, I wish I could go with you.”

The senator blinked in confusion. “Excuse me? By what did you mean by that statement, Admiral?”

“Congress is due to stand-down for time for you to visit your constituents briefly. Each of you are supposed to travel home by courier if possible. The government is providing the means with our newest generation of couriers. You'll have the chance for a side trip.”

Senator Merkoski blinked again and then nodded. He turned to the others with a lifted eyebrow.

A few looked outraged but remained silent.

“I will point out that this project, though initialized by me, now was actually ordered prior to my position. I can't get into details about that though; it's at an even higher security classification. You will receive more data on the project and get full briefings on anything you wish to know about it once you are on site.”

Senator Mayfair grimaced.

“Are there any questions?”

“Loads. But we're time sensitive or at least some of us are,” Senator Potts said. “If I'd known you were going to drop this sort of bomb on us, I would have cleared my schedule,” she said with a shake of her head.

He smiled. “I understand. You can come up with questions and ask me in a future meeting or you can wait and ask the project director or staff later. But I have to reinforce this—you can't discuss this outside this room.”

“We understand,” Senator Merkoski stated. “Thank you for finally coming clean, Admiral,” he stated.

“Well, on this,” Senator Mayfair said in disgust.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once they were gone, Admiral Irons rocked from side to side in his chair. “Do you think they'll honor the security classification, Admiral?” Protector asked.

“They'll have to. What I'm curious about is their reaction when they get to see it.”

“I know, sir. Do you truly wish to see the project?”

“In some small way, yes, but I've seen it many times before. I'm just glad we're finally moving in the right direction.”

“That, I believe is up to your point of view. And oops, I just got a heads-up warning from one of the senator's implants.”

“Mayfair?”

“Her and now Potts. They tried to talk to Senator Merkoski in the hallway, but he shot them down. Their implants just flashed a warning.”

“All right, keep me posted.”

“You knew they were going to test you.”

“It's not me they are testing. I'm out of it,” the admiral said, raising his hands to show they were clean.

“Right, give them the secret of the decade and then tell them they can't leak it or use it to their advantage. I bet they are really loving you now, sir.”

The admiral said. “None of them like me anyway.”

Protector chuckled in his ears. “Yes, you could say that is certain about all of them. No love lost. And they'll just love the precautions you took to prevent them from using this against you.”

The admiral snorted. “I've been around the block a time or two. I know how politics can work.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“We have got to see this! So, we're just supposed to keep silent about this?” Senator Potts demanded. “He could have been building another fleet with this sort of cash! And when the public sees what he's building …,” she stopped, and her eyes practically crossed.

Her staff and the other senators and their security entourage stopped too. “What?” Senator Mayfair asked. “I agree wholeheartedly. And he can't shut us up!” She stopped too and then her face reddened.

Senator Merkoski received a flashing red warning on his HUD. He blinked and then nodded. “I believe we now understand how serious the matter is and its security, so let's let the matter drop for the moment. I believe we all have other matters to attend to,” he stated gravely as he motioned for his part of the entourage to split off and go their separate way.

After a moment the rest of the delegations broke up as well.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Prince Mason Ramichov wasn't thrilled about the news that Garth had fallen. He'd initially agreed with some that it was all propaganda, but then the videos of ground troops near landmarks on Dead Drop and Garth had been released to the media. He had some images of his own taken in front of some of those. The die-hards might insist it was all fake, but he wasn't so sure.

He wasn't certain about the shift. A few months ago they had been sure the Federation was about to lose and lose big. Now it was the other way around. And now their interrogators were stepping up the interviews to get data. They were asking the damnedest things; stuff he was sure they didn't need. Obviously, there were interrogation techniques involved, but he couldn't see why. Other than to build a rapport with their handlers, test to see if they were telling the truth, and maybe break them.

He was starting to have odd dreams too. Sometimes the questions they asked evoked memories that evening when he went to bed. He wasn't certain why they were like that; he just wished it would stop.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Fletcher ran through the database for the latest gleanings of intelligence from the captured data bases and POW interviews. There was only a little from the subjects’ memories; it took a lot of time to process the memories and then sift through them for useful information.

It was a soft approach to a mind strip, one that Admiral Irons had approved of once time became of the essence as the admiral had put it. The A.I. was fairly confident the A.I. in the ships had what they needed to know. Still, he dutifully compiled the new data and then sent the updates to Garth for the prowlers to download.

It was too late for the first group, but the next would get the updates and then distribute them later.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Nara Thornby was only mildly amused when she received her promotion to rear admiral. It hadn't been announced; she hadn't been informed she was on a list. It was just out of the blue. No ceremony was attached to the email either.

She contacted her friends starting with Monty. Monty listened to her for a moment and then snorted. "I was just promoted as well," he stated, cutting her off.

She blinked. "Really?" She asked, raising an eyebrow. "You stole part of my thunder!"

He smiled and spread his hands. "Sorry?"

"Right, sure you are," she growled.

"The good news is, we can celebrate together before I'm off to Garth."

"You are still going?" she asked sadly.

He nodded. "I've got to. I'm going to coordinate the information processing in Garth until Horath falls. Then I'm off to Sigma."

"So, I may never see you again?"

He shook his head. "I don't know. It's going to be a while," he admitted. He didn't tell her how he was going; he had a berth on a Zephyr class prowler arranged. The ship had been outfitted like Meridian for long-range missions but also for command and control. The one thing he keenly missed was some way to contact home. He was going to be on his own once he got to Sigma.

Which was one reason he was keen to go. But, now that the departure date was nigh, he was starting to have a few second thoughts. Sometimes it was nice to have older and wiser heads looking over your shoulder from time to time.

"Celebrate?" she asked.

He flinched. "Sorry?"

She paused to study his image and then cocked her head. "Catch you napping?" she asked.

"No, just thinking about the future. And yes, I'd like to celebrate with you. I don't care for a ceremony. I can pass on that. As much fun as it would be to rub the Bekians’ noses in this, I'd rather just get on with my life and not make any more waves."

"Typical spook for you," she snorted. "Okay. Spinellis?"

He smiled as his A.I. made the reservation. "Done and done. The usual time?"

"Yes. And I just got the weather forecast. I'll want a nice moonlight walk after eating that rich Italian food so wear the right shoes," she said.

"Yes, ma’am," he murmured, bobbing a nod.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Professor Gwildor cocked his head as he received another download. He had accepted Admiral Irons’ proposal but with some caveats. He was putting his toe in slowly; he still loved to teach and refused to give that up.

The admiral was also only feeding him small bits. One of their recent exchanges had him curious. As he scanned the report, he frowned thoughtfully and then his eyes widened.

"So, no sign of temporal anomalies but the antimatter hyper platforms all came back early. And, more importantly, they came back full?" he demanded, opening a chat to Captain Sprite.

"I can clear a path so you can discuss the details with Commander Berkowitz," the A.I. replied. "But to answer your question, no. No sign of temporal anomalies and yes, the antimatter containment as well as the hyper capacitors were full. There are small signs of overload as well."

"And the platforms, can I examine them?"

"At this time no. They were serviced and then sent back into hyper … where they returned from a second time last month—again, full and early. They were serviced and sent out again."

"Hmm," the little man said, tapping his short index finger against his lips. "I'd like to examine one of them if I can."

"I can put you in touch with the commander since it is his project. You'd have to go to the site of where the platform arrives at though."

"I'm not sure I can spare the time," the professor grumbled. "If I give you a list of things to look for, can you do that for me?"

"I can give you the data, Professor. And as I said …"

"Yes yes, you can put me in contact with the commander. Very well, do so. But I'd like to know the quality of the energy and any sensory information you've got. Obviously, your platforms are finding a stream of energy far more powerful than expected," the professor stated, stroking his goatee.

"Yes, that much is obvious. The why is the big question."

"In order to get to the bottom of that I need more data. Not just from your platforms but from other locations. Are they all going to one layer of hyperspace?"

"Yes. The same layers. Since the platforms are unmanned, we can only safely send them to the lowest octave of alpha band."

'Which shouldn't be this energy rich. Curious, very curious," the professor murmured.

When he didn't have anything more constructive to say, Sprite sent him the contact info and then sent an email to the commander to let him know it was okay to discuss the situation with the professor.
  


 



Chapter 38
 

Armando Diaz

Captain Stuart checked the camera feed to the water dweller chamber. So far so good, they weren't too stressed. Her navigational team was, but they were making it work.

More importantly, they were over halfway to their destination without any problems or hiccups.

She rapped her knuckles on the faux wood of her desk gently for lady luck's blessing. If they played their cards right, they'd get to Nuevo Madrid, deploy the bioweapons if possible, destroy anything in space that couldn't shoot back, get word to the partisans that they haven't been forgotten, and then sail on.

Her biggest fear was what might be in Nuevo Madrid for a picket or in B-95a3. She blew out a long breath. One thing at a time though she thought checking the logs.

H001

Captain Sito shook his head as he read the latest report. The six warships and his single courier in H001 might as well have been forgotten. Sure, they'd received some supplies and even a couple of updates but no real reinforcements. Nothing more than a pair of tin cans. Nor any word on when some might be coming.

Of course there might be reasons for that. In fact, there had to be; he couldn't believe that the Admiralty had just left them to die on the vine like that. No one was that cold or stupid. They were just caught up with paperwork or some other snafu.

One most likely reason that they were being kept in the dark was that the Admiralty didn't want the enemy to know their movement schedule should one of the ships fall into their hands. Given the way the enemy had A.I. to tickle the data out of the empire’s computers, he judged that cautionary measure as only prudent.

The ships that arranged themselves loosely around the H002 jump point had a long and lonely vigil. Well, not lonely per se, they knew the enemy was out there somewhere, haunting them with a prowler. They hadn't even bothered to try to chase the bastard down.

The courier captain could only shrug it off and hope it wasn't an actual warship. That would suck for him.

He looked at the evening menu. The one good thing about the last resupply was that his ship had gotten dibs before the rest of the ships had. Therefore, he'd gotten the cream … what the damn freighter's crew hadn't taken for themselves that was.

“Let's see, stroganoff or …”

An alarm klaxon made him sit up straight. “They are here?”

“Yes, sir!” the tone was completely different than the beaten down one he'd heard before. It took him a moment to realize it had elation in it. “We've got a beautiful sight on our scope, sir; the relief force has arrived!”

“About bloody time,” the captain said, looking at the plot on his desk repeater. His lips pursed though as the hyper wake cleared. They'd come in near the center of the jump point, and there were just too few of them for his comfort. “And small,” he murmured, not happy at all about what he was seeing.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Shino Zhen was not happy. He should be; this was his first command as a flag officer. He'd been jumped from captain to rear admiral for it. But that had been a part of the problem; no one else wanted it.

And he'd been an idiot and had been too eager to get his first star let alone his second to wonder why. Now he was fairly confident it would be his first and last.

He had the picket the late Admiral De Gaulte had left behind along with his two Desrons, one mixed CruRon, three CEV, two support ships, and two couriers. One of the support ships had half her cargo hold filled with missile pods and weapon platforms. They would be set up near the H002 jump point in the off chance the enemy jumped in there.

In other words they weren't worth spit against what was undoubtedly taking its sweet time bearing down on him. He could survive what was coming if he fell back, which he fully intended to do. But he was also keenly aware of the personal consequences if and when he did so.

But he did have one balm to ease his tortured mind. Ships were coming, a proper fleet this time. He was just the stopper in the bottle until they finally got underway.

He hoped they came before the enemy did. Once the vice admiral was on site, he wouldn't have to bear all the responsibility anymore.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Word got to the six warship skippers that had been left behind by De Gaulte during the latest resupply mission that Admiral De Gaulte, his staff, and every captain was dead. They had all been executed by order of the emperor. Many had been assassinated rather than be formally tried and executed in a show trial.

“So, that's it? We're dead when we return? What the frack are we sitting here for then?” Captain Bradley demanded. He had no idea if his cousin who was the head of BUSHIPS could protect him or not. He had no intention of testing things. Most likely ole' “let it rip” Rupert would throw him to the wolves to save his own sorry hide without thinking twice.

“Because of our duty to the Empire and our families?” Captain Adkin stated in a whimsical almost rhetorical tone of voice.

“Frack our families! We do our duty, and we get screwed by the emperor anyway!” Captain Bradley snarled.

“Okay, how about this. If we don't, what do you propose? We're between a rock and a hard place. We've got the Empire behind us, willing to shoot us when we return, and the Feds in front bearing down on us. We can't escape. We might as well go down fighting and try to take some of the bastards with us. Who knows, we might slow them down.” Captain Tenders stated. He had been the picket commander because his ship had been the only cruiser in the star system up until the relief force had arrived.

He was heartily glad the relief force had come, but he wasn't happy about the news about home.

“Frack.”

“Yeah, slow them down for what, a month?” another captain muttered.

The captains looked dispirited. “I will say one thing,” a captain said after a long moment.

“What?” Captain Bradley demanded.

“If it comes down to being forced to run and die or staying and fighting and dying, I'm going for option three. I'll abandon and scuttle the damn ship. I'd rather ride out the rest of the war in a POW camp than go home after getting bounced out of here.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah, I agree. What is the point of fighting and then being executed for failure? If we can't win with what they are giving us, why should we be punished for it?” Captain Bradley growled. He shook his head. “Being a prisoner is better than death's hollow! Think about it. I already have.” He nodded once. “They come and we can't stop them, I say frack ‘em all and let the spirits of space sort it all out. We can sit the rest out just fine from the sidelines.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Prowler UFN-008P noted the enemy reinforcements. It had been expected a long time ago. The delay was noteworthy all on its own. Captain McArren's ship couldn't intercept the chatter with the enemy because the Horathians were using encrypted laser lines over omni broadcasts. She could get a general feel for things however. None of the ships were in any great tearing hurry to get to the H001 jump point.

The Neogorilla couldn't help but smirk a little over that. “I wonder what they are afraid of,” she murmured.

“They know our reputation and aren't happy, ma'am,” Nightshade, her ship A.I., replied.

“Probably. I'm curious how the Ghost Flotilla is going to do passing through.”

“It's their final test, ma'am,” Nightshade said by way of agreement as some of the bridge crew turned to her. “If they can't pass through this, they'll never survive Horath.”

“Agreed. I just wish we were going along with them,” she said.

Bob, her helmsman, snorted and then stilled. “Wait, your serious!” he accused, eyeing her.

She shrugged and then smirked at him. “What do you think?”

He wisely shut his mouth as he shook his head and returned to his duties.

“Yeah, that's about what I thought,” she murmured.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

H002

“Here we go,” Captain Falling Drop murmured as the first prowler dropped into subspace near the Garth jump point. He ordered the ship to flash her IFF. They received a quick response a few minutes later and then the prowler disappeared back into hyper again.

They didn't have long to wait before the first flotilla arrived. Two dozen prowlers arrived in one jump. Another squadron was behind the flotilla, but they had yet to catch up.

A few minutes later TF 2.2, TF 2.3 and a massive number of freighters joined them.

“Well, hopefully, that's the most excitement we're going to get for some time,” the T'clock stated, aware that his command of the star system was over. He saw a few sidelong looks from his bridge crew but didn't say anything further.

Nothing needed to be said. They were all excited that the next phase of the plan had begun.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Dwight Harris talked with Commodore Trajan Vargess as the last of the prowlers resupplied themselves and then moved on to the next jump point in a stream rather than as a group. “Do you really think this will work?”

“I'm not sure. I think we've got the order mixed up; you should be the one dangling out there ahead of me,” Trajan replied with a shake of his head. “I understand the strategic reasons why things are this way; I just don't have to like it.”

“Agreed. Be careful out there.”

“You be careful here. We don't know if something is coming. With my force in H001, Second Fleet won't have much of a carrier force.”

“Which is the whole point of putting you out on the limb ahead of me,” Dwight replied. “As bait. So as I said, be careful.”

“Yeah,” Trajan sighed. His eyes strayed to the plot. “I really hope this works and it opens the door for us.”

“Agreed. The timing might be off though; we don't know about Fifth Fleet.”

“She'll get into position. What she finds when she gets there is anyone's guess,” Trajan said as the last of the prowlers completed her resupply. “Time to go.”

“Safe sailing. Good hunting.”

“You as well. As soon as the star system is clear, I'll send the go-ahead.”

“Understood,” Dwight said as the channel was cut. He watched TF 2.3 get underway for the jump point. The convoy of freighters followed in their wake.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Finagle

Rear Admiral Iruke Knowles was surprised to find the star system clear of the enemy. Only five ships appeared on his plot as the long-range sensors and communications reached out across the star system and then back again.

“Get me a SITREP. And get with Dancing Matilda; I want a SITREP from them and the planet. Then get the engineers on those ships. I want them stripped and any that can be repaired back home ASAP. Dancing Matilda can bring our logs back with them and let the Admiralty know we've got possession.”

His chief of staff nodded. Nothing the admiral had said was new so far. “Do you wish to go with defenses on the Bf1d17 jump point, sir?”

“No,” the admiral said flatly. “We can't predict their actual arrival point. They also can outrun us in subspace. There is no way, no way in hell I'm going to get caught out if they come in like they did in Garth with Cyrano.”

Commander Stuart grimaced but then nodded. They'd had that argument a few times during the trip to Finagle. He and the TACO wanted a forward defense. But the admiral was right to be cautious. “Understood, sir.”

They had two battle cruisers, six new heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, three CEVs, four destroyers, one support ship, and two couriers. The two couriers were to remain on the Horath jump point at all times.

It wasn't much of a force; he didn't intend to squander it by picketing the jump points. He wanted his warships within support range of each other at all times.

“Put the couriers further back. Then look into getting supplies from the planet. The least they can do is top us off and feed us with fresh food while we're here covering them,” the admiral stated.

“Aye aye, sir.”

He had two plans in mind. The first was to fall back to Horath should the enemy come in with more force than his flotilla. Given that he had nothing bigger than a battle cruiser, it wouldn't take much.

Barring that he fully intended to send a signal to tell the couriers to scoot if he was cut off and then run into Sigma. There was no way he was going to try to fight and most likely die for nothing.

Of the two options, he preferred the second one. At least that one he had a chance of surviving. If he fell back, he'd been privately warned that he wouldn't survive the wrath of the emperor.
  


 



Chapter 39
 

Horath

"Ma'am, we've confirmed that the images of the prisoners, though tainted by a layer of embedded viruses, are real."

"Say that again?" the countess asked, turning to the commander. They were in Conference Room D gathering bits of intelligence the emperor might use in his upcoming state of the Empire address. Not that she expected it to be a rousing success.

"I thought you'd like to know. The royal family too I mean," the commander said, coughing into his fist when she leveled a look on him. "I'm not trying to curry favor or anything, ma'am, just doing my job," he said, pushing a memory chip over to her.

"I see," she said, taking the chip and sliding it across the desk to sit in front of her on her blotter. "I'll let the emperor know. But don't release this information prematurely. We don't know how it will effect morale, and I'd like the families to know first rather than hear it from the media."

"Yes, ma’am," the commander said, bobbing a nod.

She turned to the others. "Now, what other good news can we pass on for, His Majesty?" she asked mildly as her fingers curled around the chip.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine checked on the time and then on Elvira. She knew the game her lover was playing; Elvira hated public events and was trying to get out of it.

What she didn't know was that Catherine was banking on the last-minute foot dragging. It was giving them a bit of an excuse to run late, and the storm raging off the coast would keep them from landing at the capital as they'd originally planned. If she timed it right, they'd be forced to land elsewhere and then be brought in by air car. No doubt palace security was currently scrambling to cover that contingency.

"Sorry, sorry," Elvira said as she rushed out of her office. "I'll get changed and …," she paused when she saw Catherine and one of her aides holding a bagged uniform. "Oh!"

"Got you covered. We do need to get going though," Catherine said mildly.

"Um, okay, let me just pee first," Elvira said, rushing off to the loo.

Catherine rolled her eyes to her aide and security. "No hurry. Nerves," she mouthed. The aide smiled indulgently. "No pressure," she said in a louder voice. "It's not like we have to be anywhere important," she drawled.

"I heard that!" Elvira retorted. "You know how hard it is to pee with you pressuring me?" she demanded from behind the closed door.

Catherine just shook her head and rolled her eyes to her audience.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The House of Lords had never been so empty, Roland Markov, the new prime minister, noted grimly. Over a thousand pirate lords had left the star system. Even some of their proxy holders had fled.

Just about every family had sent some away or had departed leaving a cadet branch member to hold their proxy vote. Only the die-hards remained. He watched as the robots and janitors cleaned the place before the union address later that evening. The chamber was echoingly empty.

The cabinet had been hit too. Most likely the ministers of energy, education, and the Vizir of industry were in enemy hands. There was no report of them making it to Finagle or beyond. That was a shame; he could really use Baron Deweter's hand with industry at the moment.

He waved a hand to indicate the seats. "Okay, this won't do," he said when they had finished marking the seats that would be empty. "Get me some people. Get me, I don't care, staffers, janitors, whoever can look like some of the lords and put them in the empty seats. Make sure they've got a clean suit or dress." the prime minister ordered. "I want this place packed with supporters for the emperor and the cameras."

His staff nodded and got to work making calls.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor was polite and somewhat cordial to his supporters as he made his way down the rows to the front podium. The herald had called him at the door, announcing his presence. He shook hands and murmured polite thanks to the supporters along the path. He even exchanged a couple of salutes in passing to those in uniform.

His wife and youngest children were with him of course. Kevin looked particularly splendid in his cadet uniform. He made a mental note to have the lad bucked to ensign though. His middle son Joseph was not there; he had been selected to sit it out on the ship he was currently deployed on.

He privately seethed at the lack of his eldest daughter's presence. Her shuttle had been delayed due to weather. She had been diverted to another strip and then had been forced to come in a roundabout route to avoid the storms raging over the spaceport.

He made a show of giving his mother a hug and peck and then seating her next to Lord Su, the First Lord of Law. He took Irazebeth's hand gently, kissed it to make her smile on que, then gently saw to her seating next. There was a ripple of pleasure over that sight, but not as much as he'd hoped.

Once the room was called to order, he waited as the prime minister made his address formally announcing him and then he took the podium.

He kept on topic as he surveyed the assembly. It was easy to hit each department and lay out the basic goals for them. Many he could do in his sleep; they hadn't changed since the previous year.

He could easily pick out the missing faces just from seeing the unknown people sitting in their place. Someone had tried to fill in the blanks, but they hadn't quite achieved the proper result. He made a mental note to ream someone's ass for that. They'd obviously left it to the last minute, a couple of the stand-ins looked like they were in ill-fitting outfits, most likely borrowed.

He tried for a rousing speech but fell flat when he mostly ignored the elephant outside the star system's door. Some applauded but many were mostly silent or only rose to gently clap when their neighbors did.

His anger grew but he kept it contained, even trying to use the passion to fire them up as he went to his finale. "There will be no further retreat. Our gallant fighters will fight and if necessary die to protect our home star system from the invaders. And they will be victorious!" He expected a cheer, but none came. "No one can beat us! Not now, not ever! We are the chosen ones, rising up from the ashes of the Xeno war and we shall be victorious!" he said, raising a fist over his head.

The applause was a bit late but it came. He nodded once and then turned from the podium to the prime minister. Roland tried to look like he was comfortable, but he clearly wasn't. Still they shook hands and murmured good speech in each other's ear for the benefit of the cameras.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once he was alone with his wife and mother in one of the conference rooms, Piotr let loose a stream of invective.

"My, such spit," his mother said in a mock admiring tone of voice. He turned a glower on her. "I'm glad you saved up that fire for now and vented it here rather in front of the lords and the entire planet! You wouldn't have had much support left. You might not have made it out of the chamber alive," she said with a shake of her head.

Irazebeth frowned, glancing at her mother-in-law.

Jezebel merely smiled, resting her hands together on one knee. "But, it's over now," she said with a shrug, "for another year. Hopefully, it will get better from here on out."

"Hopefully," Irazebeth echoed though deep down her gut twisted at that line. The lack of certainty bothered her deeply.

Piotr growled and then waved a hand as he poured himself a drink. "Well, there is always a Fed POW camp. I understand Mason is enjoying that," he said sarcastically as Catherine slipped into the room.

He turned a glower on her. "I could have used you here!" he said, pointing an accusing finger at her.

"I was delayed as you know, Father. Shuttles are fickle things; you know how they can get delayed," she said with a bit of irony in her tone. She went over to the bar and poured herself a drink. She paused and turned to the other ladies and indicated the bottle.

"I'm fine," Irazebeth murmured, waving a hand. Her grandmother made a slight shake of her head.

"What was this about Mason being alive?" Catherine said as she added ice.

Her father had been about to take a sip. He paused to look at her over the glass, then lowered it. "I received confirmation from Sabine's office the day before. I didn't mention it in the speech because no one needs to know."

Catherine nodded. Mason being alive might put him back in play long term though she doubted it. There was no way the Feds would trade him. Besides, the empire had nothing of value to trade him for. They could of course put him in charge of some puppet government … if they won.

"When did you first know?" she asked.

"Does it matter?" he demanded.

"I didn't know," Jezebel said quietly. "I'll have to have a chat with my people over that oversight," she said firmly.

"Again, does it matter?" her son demanded. He turned and threw the glass against a wall. It shattered, spraying its contents all over the wall and making the ladies flinch at the show of violence and bad temper.

Catherine, however, heard some soft hissing and stopped herself. She frowned and then blinked when she saw slight whiffs of smoke coming from the wall hanging. She could smell something acrid and wrinkled her nose.

A hard hand knocked the bottle out of her hand. She turned in surprise to the bodyguard who had just appeared out of nowhere. The black apparition pushed the bucket of ice and glass to the side and then touched his ear. The doors were flung open and more guards came in.

"What is this? What's going on?" the emperor roared.

Silently Catherine pointed to the wall hanging, which was now in tattered pieces. He turned and then stopped and stared at it.

"Poison," Irazebeth hissed, clearly shocked. "Acid?"

"Quite possibly," Jezebel said dispassionately as they were hustled out.

"I want the people responsible for this room. I want their heads; do you hear me?!?" The emperor demanded. "And whoever supplied that drink!"

Catherine just shook her head as they were split up. Quite an evening she thought in annoyance.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira's eyes were wide as she was ushered to Catherine's side. “What's going on? What happened? Security just got tight!” She had traveled with Catherine but she'd been separated so Catherine could bear the brunt of her father's wrath alone.

Catherine nodded. Her lips pursed in a thin angry line. “Someone just tried to kill us.”

Elvira gasped. “An assassin?”

“Poison. Most likely acid in the drink my father and I were about to have.” Catherine shook her head at Elvira's expression of horror. “Oh, I'm fine. Father threw his glass against the wall, and it shattered spraying the acid all over the wall hanging. That's how we found out. Another second and he and I would have both been in a miserable state or death.” She shuddered. “I've seen someone die from acid. It's not a pleasant way to go.”

Elvira shivered.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor sat in his chair seething as Saddam Ghadaffi and Countess Newberry laid out what they'd found out about the latest attempt on his life. “The bottle had no prints other than the housekeeping staff. The recording of the room confirms she just picked the bottle up to dust under it,” Saddam stated, showing them a clip. “The acid was actually a binary acid, one part mixed in the ice, the other in the glasses. None of the glasses had any prints.”

“Obviously someone was careful.”

“We have found three other contaminated glasses. Two lords were killed by acid poisoning,” Saddam stated.

“So, what, you are telling me this wasn't a direct attack but a random one?” the emperor demanded.

“I don't know.”

“Then what do you know?” the emperor demanded, fingers beginning to curl as his anger rose.

“The attacks were good but almost random. We have traced the glasses and ice. Interrogations of the support staff have not turned any additional clues up. We have noted one support staff member died in a vehicle accident the morning of the address. My people are still looking into that.”

“So, you believe that person set this up and then whoever did it killed them to cover their tracks?” the countess asked.

The baron nodded. “It's the normal way of playing something like this. Use a cutout; get rid of them, then whoever did that job just to make sure there are no ties to the actual perpetrator.”

The countess nodded as she turned to study the emperor. “I will point out that this wasn't just an attack on you, Your Majesty, but also on the succession. Your family was also involved I understand?”

“Yes. Catherine …,” the emperor sat back and rubbed his brow in frustration. “She nearly drank it too. If I hadn't had that fit of temper and thrown my glass, one or both of us could have easily died.”

“Indeed.”

“Find them. Find whoever did this. I don't care who you have to interrogate, just find them so I can make an example of them,” the emperor growled as he rose and left the room.

“Easier said than done,” the countess murmured. The baron nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The gathering lords were a bit stiff, but Catherine was relaxed. She smiled and nodded to Countess Newberry as she entered the room. “So, my brother, Mason, is alive I heard?”

The countess froze as the others in the room looked up in surprise and turned to them.

“Where did you hear that?”

“My father informed the family after the State of the Empire Speech.”

Sabine nodded. “Admiral White informed Cyrano as he was leaving Garth,” she stated slowly. “He called him Miles though, so we believe he got the name wrong in the heat of the moment. We got confirmation from that enemy commander in Finagle with infected images.”

Catherine stilled. All eyes fell to her. She slowly cocked her head. Everyone was expecting some sort of reaction at the mention of her former teacher and commander. “Images of others?”

“Yes. Infected images of others, which was why we considered it a ploy,” the countess stated as she took her usual seat. “Along with a list of captive POWs,” she added.

Malwin frowned. “Why are we just hearing about this now?” he asked.

“Because the enemy tried to use it as a ruse to infect us with their malware,” the countess replied. “It was an obvious ploy, so we discounted the data. But a couple of my techs are rather thorough, and they ran a facial recognition pass. The prince and others were positively identified.”

Malwin's lips twisted slightly. “Again, why am I just hearing about this now? I am the Praetor,” he stated.

“Because the emperor overruled her on telling us no doubt,” Theo said as he sailed into the room. The group rose to their feet. “Sorry, I was talking outside in the hallway and couldn't help but overhear,” he said by way of warning. He turned a look on the officer near the door. She quietly shut it. “The emperor classified the information. So, no, we can't have it nor can we let people know we know some of their loved ones are alive. All we can do is hope it is true and that they are being properly cared for.”

“Given our own track record with prisoners one does have to wonder,” Catherine murmured. Malwin winced.

“Be that as it may,” the minister of war said, taking his seat. “It isn't something we can do anything about so let's focus on what we can, shall we?”

Heads nodded as they resumed their seats and got to work.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Jezebel grimaced. That had been entirely too close for comfort. And, all too real. If Piotr died, she'd lose her direct path to the throne. Her daughter-in-law might have been behind it, she wasn't sure. The Stuarts had been quite supportive, but there was that missive about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer.

Should something happen to Piotr, things could get tricky. Catherine was proving a bit too wily for her taste as were her two brothers. Young Khali might be pliable. If she could set herself up as her granddaughter's regent, then they might be able to turn things around.

But only if things didn't go south too soon.
  


 



Act III
 
  


 



Chapter 40
 

Antigua

Iab, secretary of communications, grinned as he noted a new ansible come online. It was one the admiral had been anticipating for some time.

"Can you hear me now?" he murmured. "Enki, can you inform White Station we're live?"

"Yes, sir, Mister Secretary," the A.I. replied as she put the call in.

"Sometimes I just love my job," the Neochimp murmured, sitting back to watch the event unfold.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Tau-1252

It took the better part of three days for the ansible ship to set up the platform, then another day of ticklish work to move an ansible core into it. Two days later the traditional signal “can you hear me now” was transmitted to the capital in Antigua.

Commodore Shelby Logan had just gotten the good news when a call came through from White Station. She'd been considering the priority on refitting the Beta convoy ships and where best to use them. She immediately took the call.

“Commodore Logan,” a familiar voice said. Her eyebrows widened as Admiral Irons image appeared in uniform in front of her.

Despite it just being an avatar she still shot to her feet. “Sir!”

“I wanted to congratulate you and your people on a job well done. This is phase one, and obviously, you've run into more than we bargained for with the pirate plagues,” the admiral said. “But damn fine bit of work. I've been reading your reports as they come in. You've been building brick buildings with barely enough material to do the job. Somehow you are making it work.”

“Thank you, sir,” Shelby stated with a nod. She noted the admiral wasn't looking at her, and his voice lacked any sort of emotional timber. No doubt the system was set up to translate his voice to text and then back into voice on her end.

She looked over to the door as someone knocked on it. Before she could say anything, Commodore Richards slipped in.

“Admiral Irons, good to see you again,” Helen stated.

“And you, sort of, Helen. I was telling Shelby I'm proud of the work she's done. That you've all done. But it's far from over.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I'm monopolizing the bandwidth for this for a moment. You'll get the usual congratulations and news updates once I'm clear. But, for the moment, we have something to get done,” he stated.

“Sir?” Shelby asked.

“Attention to orders,” the admiral intoned. Shelby came to attention instinctively.

“Commodore Logan, for exemplary leadership and for the growing needs of your command, I have seen fit and congress has seen fit to approve of your promotion to rear admiral.”

Shelby's eyes widened. Her eyes looked at Helen. Helen only smiled ever so slightly.

“There is a courier coming in with the full key package as well as additional keys and updates,” the admiral stated.

“Thank you, sir. I don't know what to say, honestly.”

She had been promoted to rear admiral. That was still sinking in to her. Exultation rushed through her a bit. “This solves a lot of problems, Shelby, most notably with logistics. Obviously, I can't send you components like hyperdrives. The keys are the best way to do this. Use them wisely.”

“Aye aye, sir, I will,” Shelby said, still a little stunned.

“Additional medical keys will be coming in as well, also a new part of your mission. You'll get it all when the courier arrives in a few months.”

“Thank you, sir. I'll attend to them carefully.”

“I know you will. I'm going to transmit the public keys I can through the ansible. For security reasons, I can't transmit the higher ones. But this should get you started.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Good. I look forward to hearing more things from you two. Now, I'll let you get back to work.”

“Thank you, sir. We'll do our best.”

“I know you will.”

The admiral's image faded and then winked out. Shelby looked at Helen and then sank into her chair as if her knees had given out on her. “Admiral!”

“It makes sense. There was some flack over who should be in overall sector command, you or me. This solves that. You can focus on the overall mission while I can focus on the plagues.”

Shelby nodded.

“You'll do fine. You'll grow into it.”

“Yeah,” Shelby murmured. “I guess I don't have a choice.”

“Nope! Now, I wanted to pick your brain about the hospital training program. We need more facilities and equipment obviously …”

Shelby shook off her reverie and focused on the task at hand. Life and duty went on; she did indeed have work to do.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Governor Randall grinned and waved to the cameras from the top of the ramp of the shuttle. His kids, however, had other ways of celebrating. They threw their hands up in the air with victory signs and then climbed down the stairs and kissed the ground. More than one person laughed at that.

"Governor, how do you feel about your chances of a victory?" a reporter from GSN asked.

They'd timed it good; they'd arrived with three days to spare. He needed to find a way to reward that crew for their outstanding efforts on his behalf. "Pretty good. We're a little travel fatigued despite using stasis, but we got to meet some great people. They told us all sorts of things that need to be done. We'll pass on copies to their senators and delegates, but I promise if I'm elected, I'll endeavor to act on as many as I can."

"So, does that mean you think you don't have it in the bag?"

"I haven't seen the latest polling data. I'd like a little time at home to settle the family in, but if the other candidates are up for another ansible debate, I'm game."

"Governor Saladin has of course returned months ago. Governor Das is due in at any time," the reporter stated. "Do you believe that Governor Das’s late return will hurt her chances of rallying her base?"

Governor Randall shrugged. "I'm not a polling expert; you'd have to ask one of them. I'd love to visit the worlds she got to visit someday."

"Do you believe the late inclusion of worlds in Tau and Pi will affect your chances of victory given you could only visit a few worlds?"

"That is one reason I won't say I'm a shoo-in," Jeff said with a smile. "Ultimately, the decision is in the hands of the voters as it should be."

He waved and took a couple more questions before his wife tucked herself under one arm and guided him off.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Sprite noted the Randall family's return and the media coverage. Governor Saladin had returned months ago and had been politicking through the ansible to raise his exposure that way. Only Governor Das was still out and about, though her courier was scheduled to return to her home star system by the day of the election. Whether she was on planet or not, it was anyone's guess.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Kathy's World

Moira was starting to have regrets about her trip. Not that she hadn't wanted to see Protodon and Kathy's World, she truly had. But the timing could have been better. Nadine was doing her best to handle the election with her deputy secretaries. Not that there weren't any problems. She shook her head. She'd known Nadine long enough to make it clear to her deputies that Nadine was her chosen deputy no matter how the chain of command looked on paper. They were to defer to her judgement.

There had been some complaints that Governor Saladin had unfairly made contact with reporters through the ansible using his government access. She decided to allow spare State Department bandwidth to be used by the other candidates up to and through the day of the election to level the playing field.

She finished signing off on that just as Governor White Wolf arrived. She rose and smiled a tight- lipped smile to the legendary governor. "Governor," she said, extending a hand to her. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you in person," she said as they shook hands.

"And I you, Madam Secretary," the governor said in a soft voice as the cameras began to click with the shot.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Seti Alpha 4

Twenty-nine hours before the election officially began, Governor Das's courier arrived at the Pyrax jump point. The second transmission from the little ship after she sent out her IFF to the picket in the star system to announce her presence was a single phrase from the governor.

"Wow! What a ride!"

That earned some amusement from the interstellar media who played the drama of her late arrival for one and all. They had played up the question of the timing of her return for weeks. Now they turned to other things even though her little ship wouldn't be arriving in orbit of her planet until nearly the end of election day.

A local reporter called her to ask if she thought the election should be delayed.

"No! It's okay, the decision is in the hands of the people now as it should be. Besides, I want to get home and see some familiar sites and faces. I'm looking forward to finding out what I missed!"

She did, however, take advantage of Secretary Sema's generous donation of ansible bandwidth to hold as many interviews with off-world reporters as her staff and the ship's communication suite could arrange.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Kathy's World

Moira refused to let her ship leave until after the election day was concluded. She held the ship in orbit while she listened to the plot unfold. Each planet had a standard day to complete its voting. Early voting had been going on for weeks to make sure everyone had a chance to vote.

Nadine started to report problems with spotty coverage and a host of issues, usually on backwater worlds or noobs. She couldn't help but sigh at some of the problems. “It just goes to show where we need to cover and train for next time.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons made a show of traveling to Antigua Prime to vote early on election day. He timed it to happen after Governor Randall's family voted so he wouldn't step on coverage of that. "I usually vote electronically though my implants but this is important," he said as he stood in line with the other voters. That generated a laugh. He talked with them and the reporters who were nearby covering the event. The presence of the admiral and the live coverage of him made the crowd swell as more people came in hopes of seeing him.

Once his vote was complete, he came out and proudly showed his sticker showing he'd voted. "Sir, who did you vote for VP?"

He smiled indulgent. "Well, that would be telling, wouldn't it?" he said. "Whichever the winner is, I wish them all the best of luck." He waved and then his security encircled him and hustled him out of the area and back to the waiting shuttle to return to White Station.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Real nail biter?" Sandra asked, rubbing his neck and shoulders.

Jeff smiled at her. "Something like that," he said, pulling her down for a kiss. He was the favorite and projected to win, but the spotty coverage could cause a series of recertifications or even court battles. That was one thing his staff hadn't prepared for, having lawyers on hand in case of that. He hoped it didn't come to that. He hoped he won gracefully, but you never knew until the final vote was tallied. There could be some sour grapes out there too.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Skeletor snarled as his people backed off from every attempt to strike during election day. Every bomb had been found. Coverage was intermittent of that. He was certain the powers that be didn't want to spook the population. Security was very tight. Eternia security was out and about making their presence felt.

Even the fake bombs had been picked off. Two of his people had been identified, one had been caught, the other had been killed by his own people.

He considered moving forward with other means of attack, but since his men were shaky, he ordered a stand-down. "There will be other opportunities," he grumbled.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Even before the State Department certified the election totals from the various planetary boards, the concession speeches by the other runners had begun. Governor Das nodded in her short speech. "The best man won. The people won!"

Governor Saladin's coverage took on a different slant. He had a short speech to his supporters who had been gathered for a party in the capital. "The party is still on," he said, waving to them. "This is your night as it is everyone's so enjoy!"

He made the rounds with the reporters though, and his interviews made the news.

"Of course Governor Randall won; he has more exposure than either I or Governor Das had since he is in the capital and Admiral Irons' favorite," Governor Saladin stated.

"Sour grapes?" a reporter asked.

"Not at all. As Governor Das said, the best man won."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons noted the election results and even took the time to call everyone who had lost or won to console or congratulate them. He then gratefully returned to other matters.

Security had the bombing investigations in hand.

Some were pretty small and petty. Like new standards for lasher training. It was stupid but someone wanted to over-regulate commerce.

Lashers were part of a freighter's cargo management team or were part of the stevedores in port. They worked on or below deck and had to put on or remove the turnbuckles and shoes that held containers. It was one of the most dangerous jobs in a ship. During a ship's flight, they had to daily check the lashings to make sure the tension was just right. Accidents could maim or kill them.

In port they had to move fast to secure lashings or remove them, all while the freight was being moved in or out. Robots could do the job but were incredibly slow compared to a live person.

They worked on teams to watch out and hopefully prevent accident and injury. Without a partner someone could be injured and not noticed.

He understood why they wanted some spacers to have safety training. That part was already covered. But forcing them to be retrained yearly for certification? And requiring them to have spacer EVA training? If a tech never went outside a hull, they didn't need it.

Another requirement, one of implants made a sort of sense. Having a basic ID implant let the controllers in the command center know where they were. The dispatchers could be alerted of a problem … if they could get a signal through the mess of moving metal. That wasn't always the case.

The other parts of the bill were damn silly. Charging a ship for a gravity assist? That was bullshit.

Cargo ships target the most efficient ways to save money. One of those methods was to save fuel using a gravity assist. Sometimes the shortest route was not always the best. A freighter would sometimes use a slingshot around a moon or planet and go ballistic. That reduced their fuel consumption though it could draw out the time for the crew and cargo in transit.

But pirates knew that and could exploit it if they were in the area. Why the charge though? The write-up didn't say. Could it be a throw away? Hopefully, it was. It'd never fly with the merchant houses. It could even doom the bill if it got to him; he'd veto it.

Another part of the bill dealt with the VR simulator training for operators. He agreed on certification and re-certification standards. Straddle carrier and tug pilots, whether organic or inorganic, needed to be on top of their game at all time. The same for their equipment, which was why they had a maintenance shop in port.

The last part of the bill dealt with the command center and overtime. They were laying out strict times when a dispatcher or pilot could be in use. That wouldn't go over well with the dispatchers and pilots who were looking for the overtime he knew. Dispatchers kept track of things and dispatched tugs or strads, straddling lift vehicles, to move containers from point A to B. It was all about efficiency and making sure they didn't get in each other's way. Keeping it all straight takes a good computer system. The larger the port the more likely it will need an A.I. to handle the load.

He shook his head at the provisions in that.

"Protector, who authored this mess again?"

"Senators from Bek, Antigua, Pyrax, and Epsilon Triangula. The ET delegation pulled out and refused to sign off on it when some of the provisions on overtime were added. There were anti-union and flat-rate pay provisions in the bill but had been removed earlier."

The admiral made a puttering sound. "Is this the final version?"

"Not anymore. Captain Sprite noted that the ET delegation is politicking against it as of this morning."

"Sprite?"

"Yes, Admiral?" Sprite said, accessing his office through her usual port. Protector sent her a quick update. "Do you have anything you'd like to add to that bill, Admiral?"

"Point out the throw-away material. Make it clear I'm not going to sign it with the grav assist charges in place. Some of this is vague. I admit, some of it I already like. Some of it is already on the books. That needs to be looked into obviously."

"I can point all of that out," she stated.

"Please do so. There is no point covering old ground. I'd suggest digging up the old material and revising it rather than throwing the baby out with the bathwater and trying to start over."

"Agreed, sir. On another subject we have been working on refining gunnery crews."

"Oh?"

"The division of labor for a gun crew was ill defined. Correction, it was there just not used properly. BuSchools is working to correct that with specialized training for gun captains and gun crews."

"Do they need this?"

"Formal gun training helps familiarize organics with the process. You'll be getting the request for changes to the budget and school itinerary from BuSchools shortly."

"Pass me that, whatever you've got. I'd rather look at that than this drivel."

"Understood. Uploading what I have now. I'm working with the rear admiral and her staff on it now."

"Ah."
  


 



Chapter 41
 

Nuevo Madrid

Captain Stuart grinned as their ship arrived in the outskirts of the Nuevo Madrid star system. As her ship's hyper wake cleared, her long-range sensors probed the darkness around her.

The star was a distant thing, not quite a sun. Her people had performed splendidly, even the freaks in the tanks. They had saved enough fuel to get to B-95a3 according to the navigational team … not that she was willing to chance it.

"Ma'am, we've got the maps synced up. We know where we are. The plot has changed a lot obviously," the sensor tech said. She came over to his side and leaned over to see what he was seeing. She could see it better from her plot or from the main plot but that wasn't the point. The forced intimacy helped build relations with her crew.

"There are several ships in orbit. The repair yard is gone. There are some unknown structures in orbit. My money is on stations and platforms. There are also platforms squawking radio signals from the gas giant," he said, indicating the gas giant as he zoomed out.

"We've got more satellites, far more than expected," he said, pointing out a few. "Diaz is still working on processing the signals," he said.

She nodded. Diaz was his pet name for their computer. It wasn't quite up to the level of an A.I. but it was improving with the work of Raymond and other techs. "Good work, Ray. What else? Can you tell me the class of the ships?"

"At this distance …," he stopped when he noted two unknowns. "CIC, identify unknown targets at my starboard ninety," he said sharply.

The captain stiffened as a second lidar ping returned. The signal was faint, but it was clear a ship or pair of ships was coming towards them at roughly two hundred million kilometers out. "A mining ship?"

"I don't think we got that lucky, ma'am," the tech said grimly. He frowned as a third trace came in. He overlaid them on his plot and then drew a straight edge on the signals to get a back trace. It wasn't perfect, but it pointed in the general direction of the B-95a3 jump point. "They found us," he whispered, sitting back, eyes wide.

"Frack," the captain muttered, turning. "Officer of the Watch, rig for silent running. We need to get the hell out of this area," she growled.

"Aye, ma'am, rig the ship for silent running," the officer of the watch said, echoing the command.

"Helm, use burps to get us out of the general area of our arrival point and away from the unknowns," the captain said.

"Unknown contacts in a spread coming from the direction of the unknown tangoes," CIC reported a terse minute later. "Target profiles are small, most likely recon drones or small craft launching."

"Then we're looking at a warship of some sort. Most likely one of their carriers," the XO said as the lights shifted from normal running to red dim lights. The red shift warned the crew instinctively to tread lightly. "Can we get away?"

"In a perfect galaxy maybe," the captain murmured, coming over to him as she crossed her arms. "I don't like how they knew we were coming."

He shook his head. "They must have seen where we jumped out and used their damn ansible to call ahead and alert someone," he said. "The question is, is this just the one ship or is there another out there waiting for us? Are we being driven away from the jump point?"

The captain froze and then cocked her head as she forced herself to consider what he said. She didn't like what he'd said. She had to accept it though.

There was no way, no way in hell she could play cat and mouse with one or more warships while also refueling and staying on mission. And her ship needed fuel. Not only that but supplies. Her hopes of an easy resupply in Nuevo Madrid had obviously been dashed in one fail swoop.

She closed her eyes and turned away to hide her pain at her own stupidity. They hadn't had a chance; they never had.

"Second contact! Unknown ship one hundred million five hundred thousand kilometers two degrees off of our port beam! One point four degrees high," CIC reported. "Heading directly for us."

"They've made us," the XO said.

Vanessa forced herself to nod. She turned and went over to the main plot and motioned for the XO and TACO to join her. When the trio were assembled, she touched where they were and then the icons of the two Tangos.

"Third tango detected. In company with Tango One. Identifying Tango Three," CIC reported. "Neutrino detections confirm all three contacts. Tango Two and Three have weaker signatures and mass."

"Classifying them as destroyers," the ATO said, looking over to the command team.

The captain nodded. "Okay, we're here. They've got us boxed. We can't head for the planet. If we do this one," she pointed to Tango 2, "will cut us off and slow us down until the others catch up. If we try to run for the jump point, we're going to run right into their arms here." She pointed to Tango One and Three.

"No doubt Tango One is a cruiser," the TACO said. "And while we're running that way Tango Two will come up our ass and ream it," he said. "There used to be such a thing as disparity in force size to keep the enemy at bay. Apparently, no one told the feds that though."

"Ma'am, cyber intrusion attempts detected. Omni broadcasts from all Tangos," a communications rating stated. "I've locked down all communications."

The captain looked up and turned. "Good to know. Firewall?"

"Solid, ma'am. Diaz is monitoring it."

"Good. Keep me posted," she said, turning back to the plot as she rested her fists on it. "We need fuel and supplies."

"If we can find some quiet time, we might find a wet rock or comet to drill out," the XO offered. "My problem is, are they going to give us that time?"

"I doubt it," the TACO stated.

"I need options not doubts," the captain said tersely. "Ideas, Guns?"

"We can't engage them, not and complete our long-range mission. We can't retreat; we don't have the fuel for it."

"And they'd be waiting when we do."

"We need to maneuver and hide. Play for time, ma'am, put as much distance between us and them as we can," he said. He pointed to their ship and its current heading. "We've got too much inertia to bleed off to allow us to backtrack our course. If we go down, we might steer clear of them for some time. I currently see it as our only option. The problem is, from our map of the system the heliopause is pretty sparse in that direction."

"I'll take what I can get at this point," the captain said. She turned to the navigator. "We need a soft course, mostly ballistic on our down Y axis. Whatever you can do without being seen."

"Aye aye, ma'am," the navigator said in a doubtful tone of voice.

"Problems, Ned?"

"It's just … why bother, ma'am? They've got us dead to rights even with the stealth. We're locked up. We can't break their lock. They are the Feds," he said indicating the plot.

"But we're damn well going to try and keep trying. Get on it," she said in a stern tone of voice.

"Of course, ma'am. I mean aye aye, ma'am," he said as he turned back to his station. The captain exchanged a significant look with the others. If senior officers were expressing their doubts of survival that openly then they could just imagine what the rank and file were thinking at the moment.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Lewinsky frowned as Ryu lost a solid lock. The AWAC was out extending the loop to get the lock back however. “Comm, open channel broadcast.”

“Comm, open channel broadcast, aye, ma'am. On your station.”

The captain hit the transmit key. “This is Captain Lewinsky of the carrier Ryu. If you insist on playing hide and seek, fine, my people could use the practice I suppose. But you are only delaying the inevitable. We've got you, and even if you run, you are just going to die tired.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Stuart pursed her lips. “Will there be a response?”

“Of course not!” she said with a shake of her head. “That'd give away the game. He's going to have to do better to earn my whoopin’,” she replied.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Three days later Vanessa was a bit more harried and a lot less flippant about the situation. The Feds hadn't nailed them, but they'd dogged them the entire time, blocking them at every turn. She still wasn't sure how they were doing it. Their sensors couldn't be that good!

Twice she'd thought they'd lost them only for an AWAC ship to be spotted at extreme range.

“How the hell are they doing that?” she demanded. “I don't care how sensitive their sensors are, they can't be that good.”

“Our shielding,” Ray said, sounding tired.

“Explain,” she said, turning to him. He'd had only occasional naps like her. The entire crew was on edge and worn out or near there. Running silent was tough. The three times they'd run ultrasilent had been brutal.

“It's the only thing that makes sense, ma'am,” Ray said, turning to look at her. She gave an impatient motion for him to continue. “We can see their neutrinos. They can apparently see ours. Not enough to completely nail down our position but enough to know our general direction. If they had one or more ships with detectors on them, they'd get a lock.”

She grimaced. Okay, so perhaps it was their sensors were better than her own.

“When we went to ultrasilent, the reactors went down to maintenance levels, and we were on emergency backups. It was enough for us to get out of their basket for a short time.”

She nodded. “Engineering,” she turned to the engineering tech on her bridge. “Can you do something about that? Add more shielding?”

“Unfortunately, no, ma'am,” the tech said. “Neutrinos are fickle things, hard to block and shield with on-board equipment and gear. We'd have to try something passive; any active shielding would require power.”

The captain nodded. “What about running?” she asked, turning back to Ray.

“The problem is we can't build up too much speed. Each time we do we run the risk of running into something. With our nodes down, the hull will take damage. If we're running too fast, it doesn't matter the size of the rock; it'll screw us up.”

She frowned thoughtfully; her tired mind couldn't quite grapple with that idea. They had armor after all.

“The explosion of energy from the kinetic impact, ma'am,” Ray explained quietly. She blinked and then pursed her lips as she parsed that out and then nodded. “No doubt we've hit a few small rocks and given ourselves away. And each impact ablates some of our skin coating. It's not as effective as their coating.”

She grimaced and nodded. She turned to the navigator. “Do you have a rock in mind?”

He scratched his head. “Two, ma'am, but we don't know the composition at this distance.”

She nodded. “Set course for one, do a burn, then we'll shut down and coast for a moment. Then we'll do a secondary burn to alter our trajectory for the second rock and run ultrasilent.”

Her navigator didn't look happy but then nodded. “It'll take me a moment to run the numbers and plot the course, ma'am.”

“Get it done,” she ordered. She hoped it would be worthwhile; they were burning fuel each time they tried to maneuver. That rock better be worth it or they were soon going to be dead in the water.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Lewinsky noted the ship movement. It had taken four days but with the knowledge that the enemy ship had to be running on or near fumes he had finally gotten it right. The CAG had AWACs out driving the ship while Ryu and her consorts edged into their jumping-off positions. In another, he checked the clock, hour, no, hour and five minutes, the enemy ship would be in their cross-hairs in the kill box.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“Damn!” Ray swore viciously, adjusting the gain on his station. He turned as the captain and XO looked up. “We've got a recon drone off our port side. Another on our starboard. They just appeared!”

“They've got us boxed!” The TACO stated.

“Guns, fire on the planet,” the captain said, reaching up to a hand hold as she squeezed past her XO to her seat.

“Ma'am?”

“Do it. Fire on the planet and anything we saw in orbit. Do it now. Helm, when we go live, we're going to have to run and then shut down and go ballistic, then course change. Prepare for that.”

“Aye aye, ma'am.”

“Small craft coming in! I'm getting ghosts on the scope, looks like stealth fields at their max!” Ray warned.

“Setting up the shot now,” the TACO stated.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Lewinsky wasn't the only one on his bridge to swear when the enemy suddenly fired—not on his ship but for the planet.

They didn't have the range but that didn't matter. The missiles would accelerate for four million kilometers and then go ballistic, which would make them even harder to see coming in. The war shot from the enemy cruiser's rail guns were already at ballistic the moment they were fired.

He turned to listen in to the CAG. She was already diverting half the planned strike to the defensive role. The destroyers were also stepping up to defend the planet as a warning winged its way to the planet and the stations, ships, and equipment in orbit. Hopefully, anything in orbit would have jinked before the enemy's fire arrived.

Any that got through their defenses that was.

Meanwhile, the CAG had sent the torpedo bombers in without air cover. It was a risk, but one that the CAG and squadron commander were willing to take apparently.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Vanessa's lips pursed in a thin line as she saw the enemy craft sparkle on the long-range plot. Some were diverting to her weapons fire but at least a dozen were still coming at her command.

“Get our fighters out there and shoot them down. Drive them off, they have to be bombers” she said.

“Ma'am, our fighters need at least a half hour to warm up. I don't believe we have that sort of time,” the XO said with a shake of his head.

“Do it. Helm, we need to jink. Bring our drive up. It's obvious they know we are here. All hands,” she turned, voice rising in pitch and volume. “All hands, battle stations,” she said formally.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Kess Silvia nodded slightly as she noted the report of the enemy fighters launching. Her craft were on their final runs; there was no way to stop them. She had a solid lock despite the ECM and weapons fire around her. She listened as the bombardier finished lining up the shot.

“Torpedo one away! Two away! Three away! Four away!” he said triumphantly.

Her sister ship announced their quartet of torpedoes was away a beat later. The two lead bombers arrowed up and away to get clear of the battle space as soon as possible.

The enemy's point defense was still fighting with her stealth and ECM. Contrary to expectations one of the guns remained on her ship and slamming rounds into her shields instead of dropping whatever lock she had and trying to acquire the torpedoes.

Bomber 1 tumbled, shields out, a dead stick.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

A total of sixteen torpedoes, massive overkill, were fired at the cruiser. They were the latest generation of antimatter torpedoes. Their submunitions and ECM were all keyed to all of the tricks the Horathians had used over the years. Their smart computers coordinated their attacks with exquisite precision.

The torpedoes were launched in four groups but formed three groups after launch. Several fell in line behind their fellows, using them as cover.

The lead four torpedoes were chosen to use their grav lances to pierce the shields and take them out. Only one survived for that purpose but that was fine. Twelve more torpedoes were coming in right behind them at less than one-second intervals.

Captain Stuart realized the game was up and ordered all hands to the escape pods even while the ship was pitching wildly and trying to fend the torpedoes off. The third torpedo hit shook the ship like a terrier with a rat in its mouth. The fourth knocked bore in and went off within the ship tearing it apart.

The rest just added insult to injury by turning the splinters of debris and any escape pods into trace atoms.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Lewinsky smiled slightly as the crew cheered. “Just a smidge of overkill,” he said dryly. “How goes the planet?” he asked.

“No hits to anything in orbit.”

“No hits, so I take it some got through?” the captain asked as the bridge quieted.

The sensor officer nodded, sobered. “Two missiles and two streams of rail gun rounds got through to the planet. The rail gun rounds burned up when they hit atmosphere. The missiles went off in air bursts when they overheated. We don't know what the casualties are yet.”

“Understood. Keep me posted,” the captain said quietly.
  


 



Chapter 42
 

Dead Drop

Lieutenant General Pendeckle smiled as he shook hands with Colonel Bear. The bear's paw engulfed the human's hand for a moment. The bear pursed his lips but didn't complain much. He couldn't. The army's Sixth Division had shown up and their Marine Sixth, Seventh, and Ninth were in movement but until another army division arrived, he was stuck.

Lieutenant Colonel Aberdy's First Division was coming with him to Garth. It was going to be a tight squeeze in the transports but at least it was just the one hop.

Colonel Bear was even losing the Marines who had taken the planet. The newly-promoted Captain JG Red was being shipped home with most of his scratch unit for some much-deserved R&R and then reassignment.

Archie had already put in his bid for the captain's services with Jersey.

“You are lucky this didn't last a full year,” Colonel Bear said, shaking his head at the general and flicking his short ears.

Archie smiled and patted the bear on the bicep. “You're just sore I'm pulling rank and getting out while I can,” he teased.

The bear gave him a mock sour look. “Damn right I am!” he said and then cracked a brief tight-lipped smile. “If I can swing it, I'm planning on getting my people R&R on Garth rather than pulling back to Protodon. I think the big party is going to require all hands on deck,” he warned.

Archie nodded soberly. What they were facing was mild in comparison to what they already knew was waiting for them in Horath. Word was there were some truly elite units there.

“Just be careful you don't get tapped for SNHH. Not that pacifying an entire planet on your own isn't too bad on your resume,” he retorted.

The bear snorted. Scuttlebutt had it that Valenko was up for his second star ahead of Dana because of Nuevo Madrid. Up until Garth, Dana had him one win for one; she'd taken Destria on her own after all. She was still trying to speed up her rest and refit in order to catch up with them for the next deployment.

And the colonel had yet to get his first star. It wasn't fair in some eyes, but he knew he'd earn it eventually.

They were both having mixed feelings about standing their personnel down and putting them in stasis as Valenko had done with Fourth Division. For long hauls it made sense, but no Marine liked to be shipped like cargo. And no one liked the idea of being in a pod all helpless. Not that they had much control as passengers in the ship either he thought.

“Well, since he's calling for help in Garth or at least being polite about issuing invitations, I'll see if my people are up for an after-party,” Colonel Bear said with a half-smile.

“That's the spirit I like to see,” Archie replied, giving the bear's bicep another squeeze. The bear brushed his hand off. He'd been teasing the bear about his muscles after they'd shared a gym during a workout schedule. Of course the bear had bench pressed twice what the enhanced human could do, but he'd still gotten razed over struggling with some of the two-ton load. “See you?”

“Be seeing you. Kick ass.”

“Roger that,” Archie said as he took a smart step back. The duo came to attention and exchanged salutes before he about-faced and boarded his waiting shuttle.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Garth

Amadeus watched his staff as they oversaw the transfer of fighters from the CEVs into the carrier fortresses. It didn't take long; less than a day and each CEV had completed the transfer. Once they did, they were allowed a week in orbit of the planet for liberty and then they were turned around for the journey back to Protodon once more.

The last load had filled the third carrier fortress. Now they had the four around the planet.

He shook his head and turned his mind to other matters.

Rebuilding TF 2.4 was a work in progress but moving forward rapidly. The recently-arrived Rear Admiral Red Stripe might be from Bek but he was a firecracker. The T'clock had a reputation as a rapier, able to keep the dance going in an engagement, sometimes winning sims against the odds. He'd brought a battle cruiser squadron with him as the new core of the task force. He'd also reorganized the force, putting Commodore Ch'ch'tt in command of the second BC squadron while the T'clock retained command of the first. If the Veraxin commodore had a problem with being supplanted, he hadn't voiced it yet.

They'd had plenty of time working-up in Home Fleet and in transit, so they'd just needed to slot in to the remains of TF 2.4 and get everyone up to speed and on the same page. He estimated they had another week before they were sorted out. The rear admiral was already agitating to join one of the other task forces, but Amadeus had no intention of releasing the admiral. He knew damn well that the admiral would immediately pull rank on either Trajan or Dwight and cause chaos when they least needed it.

They had a plan. What they didn't need was a last minute interloper coming in and shaking everything up. The plan would work or it wouldn't. If it didn’t, he trusted Trajan and Dwight to use their initiative to either consolidate or pull their chestnuts out of the fire and fall back and to hell with their pride. The new guy he was still unsure of.

Which meant he needed to get a bit more time in with the Bekian, even if he instinctively felt like his fur was being ruffled the wrong way. Perhaps an exercise? He frowned and then began to outline a possible series of training exercises.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Red Stripe shook his head in a Terran manner, even while his mandibles and antenna indicated annoyance and frustration. His dumb A.I. looked at him on his HUD but he ignored the construct. He had every right to be frustrated and not just because of his red stripes. His T'clock species had a variety of colors in their chitin pallet; red was normally not one of them. His stripes were digital too, created by a gene-engineer's pallet knife sometime in his family's history.

No, that wasn't what was bothering him; he'd long learned to accept who he was. No, it was something else. The vice admiral was holding him to training. He would normally not have a problem with that; after all, that was all his people did in Bek.

But, there was a war on. A war they were currently winning. He was eager to get involved and get his ticket punched, preferably before Horath fell. If he had his ticket punched, he was a shoo-in for his next star, quite possibly his third.

Apparently, something was holding him back. He wasn't sure if it was prejudices against his birth world or if he'd rubbed the admiral the wrong way. The chimp was a bit prickly; he needed to find a way in to get the chimp to release his grip and let him move out somehow … soon.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kodiak nodded as he read the latest report his A.I. passed on to him. First Battalion had secured the cities, freeing up the Marines that had been scratched up and thrown together for some downtime and retraining. Second Battalion had opened up new fronts by taking entire sections of the planet away from the Horathians. Third was his reserve but also his air arm and his fast reaction force. They had rolled up some but not all of the compromised enemy bases.

Things were going well. Second Bat had roving patrols in the outback. They were also covering for Commodore I'r'll's engineers who were busy working on making friends with the natives with their engineering projects.

Captain Briggs was holding back, he could tell just from their past experience together. But he didn't mind as long as it didn't cost him any of his people. The captain had no problem keeping his reaction forces busy though, even if there were a few false leads.

He hoped that the captain wasn't feeding him false intel or that the enemy wasn't feeding false info to potential spies in order to flush them out.

Aberdy's First and Archie's Second Divisions were at least three months out. Once they arrived, he'd lose command of the Marines to Archie. That was fine with him, Archie would no doubt take the initiative and have his people blitz the remaining holdout areas and possibly sweep the board.

If that worked as expected, they wouldn't even need the cadre or any of the other Divisions currently in movement to his AO. He wondered if Jersey would divert them to SNHH or have them consolidate on Garth for the big push to come.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kissinger scratched his chin and rough beard. He hadn't wanted to grow it out. He'd wanted to keep his face clean to maintain discipline, but Agent N'gumo had a point. Beards were warmer in the outback, and they helped them to blend in with the population.

He grimaced as he checked the file he had been accumulating about the bear. They'd gotten a bit of a media blast about the bear after a Knox News interstellar broadcast had done a profile on the invasion force. Brigadier General Valenko Kodiak was a tough customer. The First Agnosta Recon Expedition was a bit of a joke, but he'd handled himself well. Antigua had been brutal; they'd shown some images and video of that. Protodon and Nuevo Madrid had really shown the bear's strategic mind. He wished he had more detail on those campaigns.

After hearing about his record, he had a healthy respect for the bear and his achievements. If even half were true, he was in for a long hard road ahead of him. Educating his people to look past the exterior to the mind beyond was still a work in progress. Too many looked down in contempt at the other species and therefore underestimated them or their own abilities.

He could see that hope of relief from Horath was beginning to fade in his men. He couldn't help it. There was no way to stoke that fire either. All he could do was to find ways, even small ones, to keep the fires burning even if they were embers. They had to stay alive and viable to at least harass the enemy.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Ozman pointed to a group moving a tote and then turned to check on the others. She'd drawn out where she wanted things laid out in chalk but of course the first layer had covered that. She needed to delegate a traffic cop but couldn't spare anyone for the moment.

This was her third move. She wasn't sure how much longer she could stay one step ahead of the enemy. Twice she'd come close to getting caught in an attack on one of their caches and redoubts. She'd watched a bitter battle from the trees at the last redoubt. The bases they had set up in the outback were turning into death traps. Even this one, in an old mine, was not something she was comfortable with anymore.

She was starting to wonder about her long-term survival. The odds weren't good. They weren't before, but they were going even further south now that the Marines had gotten serious about kicking her people's ass.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agent N'gumo was not happy about how effective the enemy's intelligence seemed to be. The enemy had rolled up a series of their bases, all in one area. That meant they'd been compromised. Some might have been found by drones and then personnel moving in and out might have been traced to neighboring ones.

He didn't buy it. First off, they were all in one area. They were also consistent, which was ringing warning bells in his mind. He'd also fed some false leads to test his hypothesis to the rank and file and sure enough at least one of those false leads had been acted on.

That meant they had a spy, quite possibly more than one. Ferreting out who was going to take a bit of work though.

And it bothered the hell out of him that he was going to have to do that rather than study the enemy and find weaknesses for the general to exploit.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Briggs nodded when he read the brief missive from Smith. Smith was right; the Marines were good but not that good. They needed to be more careful. He needed to be more careful about what he passed on to the Marines. He needed to find ways to confirm leads through other means rather than rely solely on his inside man's intelligence drops.

That meant drones. Hell, it might even mean a few sacrificial lambs. The latest series of false leads told him someone was on to Smith. It might be time to pull the lad. Or, it might be time to hold back a little more … he shook his head.

Politics seemed easier than intelligence lately. More straightforward though he had to walk the same razor line between sides.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore I'rll was grateful when the third carrier fort was certified as operational. Her people were good, damn good. The Mulberry fortress design made it easy too. They were simple plug and play designs, everything just worked nicely and smoothly. There was one fortress left, a backup command fortress that was also a generic design. She was confident enough that they'd get it finished, so much so that she'd already pulled her people to get some downtime and then work on one of the fortresses in orbit of the planet.

Her plan to expand the repair yard had hit a bit of a snag; the Admiralty just wanted her to get it functional enough to get ships turned around or handle routine maintenance. She hoped to change their minds as soon as she got the last fortress completed though. She was fully aware that the first of the prize ships from New Horizon would be arriving long before then though.

The arrival of the third prowler squadron threatened to upset her schedule. To her surprise though the squadron passed on the layover and headed directly to the H002 jump point for their trip to the front.

News that the first of twenty prize ships from New Horizon were going to arrive at any day was something she'd apparently missed until her A.I. brought it to her attention. And news that there were twenty-three more coming and even more behind that had her in fits. They were all civilian ships. Fortunately all functional so they could get away with a minor overhaul before being sent on to Antigua but still more work for her and her engineers.

When she got the news that more forts were going to be sent but the components stockpiled for possible use in H001, she was ready to snip someone's head off. Not that she could but it might have made her feel better.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Protodon

Rear Admiral Montgomery was woken from stasis for their brief layover in Protodon. After a shower the admiral got dressed, and he and his A.I. began to pore over the downloads from the ansible.

It didn't take long to get up-to-date, just long enough for the ship to transfer to orbit of the planet for a week's liberty for the crew. He even joined them, but he was more interested in seeing the sites he'd read about in reports and talking to potential recruits for ONI.
  


 



Chapter 43
 

H002

To Commodore Dwight Harris and his various CIC's surprise, a squadron of ships arrived in the general vicinity of the Garth jump point more than two weeks ahead of schedule. They had arrived unannounced, two days after the completion of the ansible platform in the outstretches of the solar system. It was a welcome surprise and diversion once they realized who they were looking at but also a frustrating one since the new Poltergeist class prowlers proved to be elusive targets.

He put out the incentive with a bounty; anyone who could lock one of the ships up would get an extra week of liberty at their next port of call. It was enough for the screen to pull out all the stops to try to hunt their quarry down just as the enemy would.

Over the course of the week, right up until the ships jumped into hyper in singletons, not one lead proved out. It was frustrating and maddening to the sensor watched on the ships. He grudgingly admitted they passed. He was grateful for it; the little ships would need all the stealth they could muster.

The expression “where angels fear to tread” rang through his mind just as the last ship departed.

“Good luck and spirits of space keep you,” he murmured.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

H001

Bob managed to get to the bridge before his Neogorilla skipper, but only because she shoved him through the hatch as they both arrived at it. He managed to fly over her seat and then do a tuck and roll on the other side. He didn't even bother to give her a dirty look as he rose to his feet to man the helm station.

Nightshade was already feeding them data. Captain McArren grunted as she thought of the probability of a replacement. It was about time; they'd been picketing the star system for quite a long time, longer than she'd expected at any rate.

A flash of an IFF told her it was another prowler. Relieved grins broke out among her bridge watch.

“Stay sharp people, we don't know how the enemy will react,” she stated.

“Ma'am, there is an embedded code in the IFF,” Nightshade stated.

“Ah?”

“Delta twenty-four Zebra,” the A.I. stated.

The Neoape nodded. She checked the plot but knew that there wasn’t any enemy near. She'd deliberately stationed her ship well away from the enemy forces in the star system.

“Nightshade, assemble our log in a compressed packet and get it off to them. Engineering, once the signal is away, we're dropping our stealth and jumping the hell out of here.”

“Aye aye, ma'am.”

“We've got a date it seems,” she said with a grin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Trenton noted the enemy arrival and then CIC's frustration as it faded out after giving off a brief tantalizing transmission. They seemed elated a half hour later when an enemy ship appeared on their plot, but that elation died when he recognized they were over thirty-six million kilometers out, deeper in the Kuiper Belt. He shook his head when a second transmission was reported. “Sir, Tango One is about to jump,” CIC reported.

“I expected as much. Shift change. But let's let the admiral know.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Zhen was wary of the enemy ship shift change. It was probably long overdue he thought. The enemy no doubt only had so many prowlers to go around.

It could still mean something, so he ordered all ships to be at standby one readiness. He ordered fresh recon drones to be cycled from around the expanded jump point zone.

No doubt they wouldn't be any good. The enemy had proven time and time again that they could jump in well outside a star system's established jump zone. But those eyes were all he could think of at the moment.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Commander Gino Hough was a bit nervous as he sat in the hot seat and watched the First Prowler Flotilla under his command arrive in the enemy-controlled star system. What they were doing was a rehearsal for the big show to come. This was their final stage rehearsal before they really faced a discerning audience.

His prowler UFN-040P was the first in the Poltergeist class. Up until a year ago, he'd been a skipper of a Zephyr class and had expected to go to the front in one. He'd been surprised when he'd been tapped for command of this mission. It was bold in the extreme.

Which was why he loved it.

The tip of his long tail flicked. He looked at it and then willed it still. As usual that only worked for a few moments before his attention turned to other things. He was a rarity among Neocats, an Eyra, also known as a Jaguarundi. He had a grayish black coat with a foxy red head and spine. He was smaller than the big cats, which was why he was more stealth oriented. His clan had survived for generations on Nightingale. When the Federation had come to his world, he'd eagerly signed up and hadn't looked back.

He had twenty-four ships including UFN-039P that had jumped in earlier. Twenty of them like UFN-039P were of the Zephyr class. He was sorely tempted to unleash them to practice their hacking skills but held to the mission.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Zhen stared at the plot for a long moment. The enemy ships, they had to be enemy, had come in to the star system in a three-dimensional arc around the perimeter of the star system well away from the H001 jump point.

So much for the Feds having a limited supply of the damn things he thought in disgust.

Which had made his ships useless to intercept them. “I don't like it,” he said, tucking his hands behind his back as he listened to the various ship captains.

There was no way he was going to divide his force to go after those individuals. Some were well over twenty million kilometers out, and they hadn't gotten a good read on their arrival. CIC kept insisting none were larger than a destroyer, but he couldn't bet a ship or even a division on that.

Which meant he wasn't the only one who didn't like what he was seeing. All of the captains appeared nervous. More than one had asked about when they were going to fall back.

“When the enemy does something we don't like or understand, you have every right to not like it and feel nervous, sir. They are up to something. That spells trouble with a capital 'T' for us,” Captain Trenton stated with a shake of his head.

“Yes, but what does it mean?”

“In Garth they sent prowlers in on a regular basis. A lot of it was to keep an eye on us obviously. They also kept us jumping and off balance,” Captain Bradley stated slowly. He wasn't the only one that was having issues reacting to the enemy force. Everyone knew it meant they were going to have to fall back eventually. Knowing what was behind them versus what was coming was a problem for them.

And with Zhen watching over them there was no way they could safely surrender as some had thrown out there. Not without their own side shooting them in the back anyway.

“There sure are a lot of them,” Captain Trenton murmured. “We've counted over twenty so far.”

“Are they all prowlers?” Admiral Zhen asked. “Could they be cruisers running under stealth? Their stealth is better than our own,” he said, clearly unhappy with that admission.

“It's certainly possible, sir,” Captain Trenton acknowledged.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough watched with slitted eyes as the enemy ships continued to fall back from H001 jump point. They weren't stupid. He would have appreciated their getting a nice mauling while he watched, but apparently the enemy commander was no fool.

Pity about that. He flicked his ears in his species form of a shrug and then dispatched a prowler to activate the next phase.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Bradley shook his head when he noted the enemy ship's departure. “Well, there you go,” he said in disgust.

“Sir, could it be a bluff? All these ships to scare us off?” his XO asked.

He just shook his head. “It might be, but I doubt it. I seriously do.” He glanced sourly at the local plot. The flagship was keeping all of the ships, especially the Retribution Fleet survivors tight together. That meant they were on a short leash and there was no way he could finagle a way to get away.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Seven hours after the prowler left a large hyper footprint announced the arrival of TF 2.3 in the star system. Trajan had arranged their arrival in three groups with his screen out front just in case the enemy had changed course in the seven hours since the prowler had called him.

When their hyper wake cleared, he realized he hadn't had to worry apparently though; the enemy had continued falling back. Given the weight in metal he was bringing with him, he couldn't blame the enemy commander. Nor could he blame him for adding more speed.

“As soon as we're clear, go to Charlie Six,” he stated. “I want them to get a good look at us as they run with their tails between their legs,” he said.

“Charlie Six, aye aye, sir.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Shino noted the arrival and was grateful he'd had the foresight to fall back. Not that the enemy hadn't given him enough of a warning and lead time. He still wondered about that.

Even though he had departed the jump point zone, he hadn't left it unattended. He had left a dozen recon drones and buoys to watch over the space. The robotic minions probed the enemy force as they cleared their hyper wake and reported back to them. They continued to send in reports even as the enemy tried to hack them and then eventually attacked them with their fighters and screen.

During those five hours, he came to realize that based on the reports, the force was one made up of carriers. There were no new ships, which was odd. There were also no other ships other than the single carrier task force seen in Garth. Where was the rest of Second Fleet? He had to wonder where the rest were. They couldn't have sent out their best force ahead instead of a screen, right? So what gives? Something stank to high heaven.

He turned and ordered his command to make a run for Horath jump point just as CIC reported the enemy ships were doing so as well.

He was pretty sure someone back home was hoping Second Fleet would jump in to Garth and get torn to shreds. Seeing what he was seeing he had his doubts. Something else was going on; something he was missing.

Still, he had his orders. “Dump our logs and files to the courier and order her to run. Let them know we're falling back and expect to lose this star system as well. If I can picket it, I'll do so, but I do not expect to be able to hold with the disparity in force size,” he stated flatly.

His chief of staff nodded once. They both knew what he was saying could lead to a death sentence for him or quite possibly every member of his staff as well as every ship captain—not that he had any choice.

“Make sure you screen everything you send; I don't want a virus getting thrown into the mix. And make sure we've got clean tactical records going out. They need to see what we're up against here,” he stated as he began to pace.

“Aye aye, sir.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once Captain Sito got the news and logs, he didn't wait for a confirmation. His ship had been ready to jump the moment the enemy force had arrived in a large flotilla. In fact, he'd been ready to go when the first prowler had arrived. He ordered his helm team to jump, not even bothering to transmit an acknowledgment or any show of good luck.

His helmsman was all too eager to get into hyper. Perhaps too eager, she missed a grav string and the little ship was torn apart as she translated through the octaves.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Four days after the enemy flotilla's arrival, Admiral Zhen's picket force managed to make it to the jump point mostly unmolested. That had been a surprise to him. He'd been forced to limit his speed to the slower ships like Captain Bradley's destroyer, but the enemy hadn't gotten a shipping strike to him.

Not for want of trying though. Three times they'd appeared on his long-range plot. Each time he'd ordered rail gun rounds to be fired into their path and an abrupt course and speed change to throw them off. Each time they'd tried to get into range but then had fallen back, no doubt running low on fuel.

Now was the most nervous time, when his ships were forced to slow in order to jump safely into hyper. Their hyper capacitors were almost fully charged, so it didn't take long for the ships to spin up their hyperdrives.

“Captain, some of the picket are slow on the jump,” his chief of staff stated.

The rear admiral's eyes narrowed. He'd been afraid of that. He was tempted to let them stay as they seemed to intend to do. But those ships were warships of the empire; they and their crews were needed for her defense.

“Order the other ships to jump first. We'll jump last,” he said crisply.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Trenton snorted softly as one by one the other ships reluctantly departed. Admiral Zhen's order had made it clear they had no choice. They could drop back out of hyper, but he highly doubted that would happen.

One way or another he and the other ships’ captains were going to have to face the ire of the emperor.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once the star system was clear of enemy forces, a courier was dispatched into hyperspace. UNF-008P joined them in leaving for Garth. The prowler's crew was due for some liberty in Garth; he'd only kept them with his task force to get the full download from them.

Six hours later the first convoy of twenty-four Liberty class ships arrived and began to lumber across the star system with their ponderous loads.

Trajan nodded as he watched the ships coming. He would set up shop at a strategic point in the star system, but he couldn't be directly on top of the jump point. He couldn't allow his command to be trapped into an engagement. You didn't do that with carriers, not if you could help it.

No, his command would stand off and watch the unarmed freighters deploy their cargo and then run for Garth for the next load. He wouldn't feel confident about the plan until they'd made at least three, possibly four trips. Only then would they change to bringing forward Mulberry fort sections. Once the first fortresses were complete, he'd start to feel safe.

He doubted they'd get that far though.

The stage wasn't quite set; it wouldn't be for some time. But they had time. How much was very much in doubt however. It was now a race between those lumbering ships and the enemy's response. All with his command thrown in the mix. He hated the role he had to play but fully understood it.

He snorted to himself. He was pretty sure that in no time in history did any officer of any species ever enjoy the role he was playing. Not one bit.

Given what normally happened to them, no one liked being the bait.
  


 



Chapter 44
 

Antigua

The Admiralty received an updated report from Nuevo Madrid. They took a moment to go over it thoroughly.

"The ships are still cleaning things up. Fortunately, the enemy cruiser was destroyed well outside the inner star system, so it's not a hazard to navigation. However, there are other issues," Admiral Pashenkov stated.

"How did they get to Nuevo Madrid? Isn't that impossible?" Admiral Hill asked.

"No," Admiral Pashenkov stated with a shake of his head. "All manner of species were doing blind jumps for ages. And a jump of this distance isn't too bad if you take it carefully," he stated.

Admiral Subert cleared his throat. All eyes turned to him. "My people believe that they had water dwellers on board. The timing is a major clue to that. It is the only way they could have made it that cleanly," he explained. A few heads nodded around the table.

"They had to be desperate to pull this stunt," Admiral Champion murmured.

"The last shots the ship fired were fired at the infrastructure in orbit as well as air bursts containing the plagues. Apparently, a last act of spite," Admiral Pashenkov stated with a look to Admiral Heals Quickly.

"Damn," Admiral Hill murmured. "How bad?"

"Bad is a relative term. For the surviving population of Neos and other species, not good at all. Doctor Kraft had ordered a mass inoculation program and the people on the ground were doing their best to get it done. The surviving population is incredibly small."

"Our people?" Admiral Hill asked.

"Our people are all good. Everyone was inoculated as SOP when they entered the military," Admiral Heals Quickly stated. "We are considering taking a page from Commodore Richards and going to a full active immune system," the T'clock stated.

"Fully active immune system?" Admiral Hill asked, wrinkling her nose in confusion.

"An artificial one. Full nanotech immune system, also for healing," Admiral Subert explained. When the woman looked ready to freak, he snorted. "You have it in you already."

That made her eyes go even wider. She looked from him to the others in confusion.

"It's standard in all flag officer implants," Admiral Irons rumbled. "The active immune system also protects you against Xeno intrusion, counter intrusion by other means, torture, poison, and dozens of other things."

She pursed her lips but didn't look happy.

"The Marines and army are considering going that route," Admiral Heals Quickly stated. "Having the nanites are trickier than inoculations, but you don't need boosters, just updates to threat profiles. The healing factor is nothing to sneeze at," he stated, bobbing his antenna.

Admiral Irons nodded. He knew what the T'clock was referring to; the nanotech was one step below cadre level in many ways. It required a much more advanced implant package though which was why he wasn't sure about mass distribution.

It would be nice to have the best hardware in his people though. And if they got over their fear of nanotech, all the better.

"We're a bit off track," Admiral Pashenkov stated. "The water dweller idea is still a hypothesis until we have solid information to back it. Given the numbers that were known to be taken from ET, it's questionable."

"But it explains why there was only the one ship," Admiral Subert retorted. "And it explains the ship's speed in hyperspace. We have a read from the prowler as well as the picket in Nuevo Madrid. The timeline doesn't support a normal helm team."

"Unaugmented no. Augmented …?" Admiral Pashenkov shrugged.

"We're splitting hairs here," Admiral Champion pointed out. "Over dead people. Why does it matter?"

"We want to know how many more water dwellers they have. I'd like to know how many more cruisers they can use to try a stunt like this again. Is this the only one?" Admiral Irons stated, drumming his fingers on the table edge.

"And we have no way of knowing that base number since we don't know how many they picked up elsewhere," Admiral Champion stated. "They could have dozens, potentially hundreds in stasis from all over. What we saw taken from ET might be just the latest unfortunate batch."

Admiral Irons grimaced but nodded, conceding her point.

"We're looking into that," Admiral Subert stated. She turned to look at him. "And I can tell you that we've gone through our databases. They've been on this galactic scavenger hunt for ages. But trying to roundup water dwellers is a recent addition. But you are correct, our Ssilli colleague is just one example of their desire to pick up and use water dwellers."

"I don't like the idea that they might have sent out more in directions we aren't monitoring," Admiral Pashenkov stated.

"Unfortunately, there is nothing we can do to detect them until they arrive. If they arrive, they first have to survive the journey. But we'll alert all commands within fifty light years to keep an eye out for them," Admiral Irons stated.

Admiral Pashenkov flicked his ears but nodded.

"Where are we with that group coming from El Dorado?" Admiral Hill asked.

"You mean the sleepers?" Admiral Pashenkov asked. She nodded. "They are on a courier and will arrive in a week." He looked up. "Sorry, six days to arrival in the system, three until they are in the inner star system. Call it nine days and change," he said. His brown eyes dropped to hers. "You can thank my A.I. for that."

"Ah," she murmured with a nod. She looked at Admiral Irons. "Do you know what you are going to do with them yet?"

Admiral Irons grimaced. "ONI wants another in-depth crack at them. I want to have a chat with them. I'm leaning to each of them facing a formal court."

"A full court-martial?" Admiral Champion asked, eyebrows raised in surprise. "Isn't that a little harsh? Aren't they victims?"

"We'll let a court decide that. It will clear them, and they can rejoin the fleet or retire or they will face justice," the Delquir TJAG buzzed.

"Exactly," Admiral Irons said heavily.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Odette Champion watched the latest fleet exercise idly. She wasn't participating in it other than as a referee. It was mainly carrier training, something she loved but she knew that her people needed to handle on their own.

After all, many would be heading to the front soon enough.

Not all though, some were Red Eagle Wing. They were the counter pilots trained to fight against the regular line pilots in real world and sim exercises. The pilots helped to build confidence in the rookie pilots, but they didn't go easy on them. The Red Eagles flew craft that the pirates were known to fly including the E-class. They taught the rookies how to counter the strengths of the enemy birds.

At one point in her early career, she'd been a fighter pilot and she'd loved it. But she'd moved rapidly up the ladder to squadron and then wing commander and then made the jump to ship command. She occasionally looked back with a bit of envy to the pilots under her. They were getting the best, better tech, better ships, all of the goodies. She envied them in many ways.

After this exercise the carrier force would resupply while the crews were on liberty. After that they and the two SD, two BC, and single carrier squadrons along with their screen would be en route to Garth and the front.

Supposedly she was going to get at least half their number back. They were supposed to swap out with Second Fleet in order to bring some of those ships and more importantly their battle-hardened crews back to be distributed in the next generation of ships under construction.

She had wondered about Admiral Irons and his logic for delaying the assault on Horath. This was one reason why and it was a good one. By getting those ships back, their crews could be promoted and distributed throughout the fleet. They had years of experience to pass on. They also were long overdue for some time off. It was also quite frankly time her people got a shot at the war too.

She still wasn't fond of the Mulberry fortresses though. The hyper mines were also iffy in her book. You can't count on the enemy walking blindly into a minefield.

She glanced at the departing convoy. More supplies for the front. Garth and Dead Drop would soon be supplying much of the front but for the moment the bulk of the supplies were coming from the Federation.

The furball was yet to start so she idly thought about the numbers.

The average person used 1.4 kilograms of food and a like amount of water per day. Some species more, some like the elves, less of course. They also used up life support material in the form of oxygen and buffer gases.

Recycling helped keep a station or ship functional of course. Food replicators could recycle about 80 percent of the food with only minimal loss in nutritional value. Some people could tweak that, but it was always good to supplement a replicator with fresh rations. It was also very good for morale.

Growing food on a ship was also important. The plants helped recycle some of the air and kept some of the smells down. She'd been surprised that the outer Federation still practiced that. Even warships had designated green areas. Kitchens had a section for fresh herbs too. She appreciated that and knew the crews and pilots did too.

A six-month journey with a crew of a hundred used twenty-seven tons of fresh food alone. Of course, a shorter hop with a smaller crew meant less food needed. And that didn't include fresh water or other potables, nor fuel.

So, the fleet being able to draw on water and fuel in the field was a big thing. It meant less tonnage spent hauling those high mass items and more room to ship other things. It was also major credit savings, nothing to sneeze at.

Which meant every gram of material was precious to a fleet that was underway and far from resupply.

She smiled at the scenario her A.I. had cooked up. Queenie was good; she appreciated her more and more every day. The current scenario was an ambush while the fleet was bunkering up. That meant they had to handle the resupply under combat load. That was far from ideal; fuel and other supply transfers were delicate business. The resupply had been immediately called off when the Red Eagles had been sighted, but that was going to be a problem. The Red Eagles were going to harass them for the entire length of the exercise.

She nodded with hooded eyes as she watched the CAGs launch a second squadron of interceptors. It was smart to drive the enemy off but even smarter to find out where they were coming from and take them out. A good defense was a good offense.

She watched the first engagement play out. The Red Eagles fired a swarm of simulated rail gun rounds and behind them a volley of attack missiles. To counter them the interceptor squadron on point maneuvered to get around the rail gun rounds while warning the ships, then fired off a pair of dazzler missiles from each bird.

The dazzler missiles had been miniaturized to fit on the fighters. They had no standard warhead; instead, they were crammed with an ECM suite. She hoped they'd take the place of a Wild Weasel fighter or drone. This was the first all-up exercise to test them though.

The Red Eagle missiles were 50 percent more effective than the current known Horathian missiles. About 80 percent as efficient as a standard fed missile of the same size. She was pretty sure someone tweaked a few things though; the Red Eagles were known to throw in kinks to keep people on their toes.

She watched as the dazzler missiles went in. They were set up in defensive mode; when they got to a certain point, they began to wind up their jammer suites. They weren't as powerful as a cruiser or capital missile dazzler, but they still did a good job of turning the area between the enemy missiles and the fighters into balls of snow.

And, while they did that the fed fighters maneuvered to get out of the line of fire. Any enemy missile that picked them up after running the gauntlet of dazzlers would have to maneuver hard to regain a lock, if they picked them up at all.

She pursed her lips as she noted the numbers Queenie silently fed her. It looked good, less than 10 percent of the missiles had regained lock. So, twenty-four missiles used to counter seventy-two with only seven regaining lock. Not great, but better than she'd expected. They might even see better numbers with a larger enemy missile spread.

“The courier with the sleepers has arrived,” Queenie murmured as she watched the Fed fighters fire off their own attack.

Odette pursed her lips and then nodded. Things were about to get interesting for some people.
  


 



Chapter 45
 

Ensign Miceal Puller was nervous. He knew it. He was pretty sure PO Desmin Lopez knew it, but they were both doing their best to put a brave face on. Stoic, even though he wanted to quiver in his boots.

After all, you didn't get called in on the carpet in front of a Fleet Admiral, let alone the President of the Federation, for just anything. Ensigns did their level best to not get into the firing range of a flag officer if they could help it.

Not that he'd had any choice. Shit happens though, and sometimes it happens to good people. Sometimes you got caught up in the works.

His mental grimace threatened to spill out into his physical mask. Those thoughts sounded like excuses.

"Sir," the security officer said, opening the door after a knock and then ushering the duo in.

Admiral Irons wasn't alone to their surprise. They still came to attention in front of his desk as protocol dictated. "Sir, Ensign Puller and party reporting as ordered," the ensign stated clearly.

He glanced out of his eye to the flag officer who was also there. He was a human, a vice admiral and a balding one. He was also clearly not happy with them. Great, two flag officers that were not fans.

"You two have been explaining a lot. I still don't buy it," Admiral Irons said, eying them coldly. "You woke up in small groups and no alarm bells went off. You woke up without any of your colleagues and again, no alarms. You and I both know that's bullshit," he said, ready to bawl them out.

Admiral Subert glanced at him in slightly veiled surprise.

"Pirates!" Admiral Irons growled. "You were in league with pirates against the Federation."

"Sir, in our defense we didn't know that, not until we got to Garth," Ensign Puller stated. "They were good at keeping us in the dark."

"We're still confirming that," Admiral Subert stated. "Both Admiral Irons and I know a thing or two about time shock. But there were too many alarms going off for you not to wonder what was going on. Just the fact that they had you using your implant keys should have set something off in you. We know for a fact it did."

"Sir, during the war, appropriation of material was tough with the keys. We had to find ways around it when things got tough …"

Admiral Irons eyes flared cutting the ensign off. "Don't give me that shit! Horse shit! That's what it is! A thinly veiled attempt to paper over your own ass. I suppose you are going to tell me that raping and killing, indentured slavery, and torture were also covered?" he demanded caustically.

The officer and noncom stood straighter. "We did what we must, sir. We were not a party to any of that as we have repeatedly stated."

"So, in order to further what you thought was the war against the Xenos, you turned pirate or fell in league with them. That's essentially what you did. And that little episode on Epsilon? Using a Xeno bioweapon on a populated world? Killing tens of thousands? For what??" he demanded.

The two glanced at each other out of the corner of their eyes but stood ramrod straight. Ensign Puller grimaced. "Sir, we are not aware of that event. We didn't participate in that action, and our implants will prove that out."

"Oh, I know you weren't there. But your aide helped others commit those crimes. And currently the Horathians you helped are undertaking a genocidal campaign rivaling the Xenos, spreading plagues across the galaxy to kill any species not human," Admiral Irons stated flatly.

Ensign Puller's gut tightened instinctively at that news. He didn't like where things were headed. "Sir, with respect, under the articles of the UCMJ, I hereby refuse to answer on the grounds that it will incriminate myself. I need to consult counsel before we discuss things further."

"You don't have that luxury!" Irons fumed, crossing his arms. "The UCMJ is a bit different than the constitution, gentlemen; it's a different set of rules. Ones you obviously didn't really bother reading, did you?"

Neither man spoke. The silence was drawn out for a long moment.

He sat heavily. "Fine then. You are both to be court-martialed. Suitable representatives will be appointed to you as your council. Until then you are both confined to the brig under special watch."

"Sir, as an officer I am entitled … um, to aid in our defense …," Ensign Puller ground to a stop at the glower from both men.

Irons smoldering eyes shut the ensign up. "If you honestly think I'm letting two or more admitted traitors loose on my base or anywhere, you are sadly mistaken," he snarled coldly. "Marines!" he said turning to the Marine guards. "Escort the prisoners to the brig. Make sure nothing happens to them or so help me hell will be the least of your worries."

"Yes, sir."

Once they were gone, Admiral Irons got up and paced.

"Being a bit hard on them?" Phil asked, crossing his arms.

Admiral Irons cocked his head. "I thought I'd get a different argument out of you. I'm surprised, Phil," he said.

"It's not that I've mellowed."

"You, mellowed?" Admiral Irons asked, snorting in disbelief.

"Like fine wine, some things get better with age," Admiral Subert said with a shrug. That got Admiral Irons to snort in a more relaxed fashion. "I get where they were coming from. The Horathians played a damn fine game. They were kept isolated, spoon-fed a story that the war was still on, and they fell for it hook line and sinker. Throwing that crap about ET at them was bull and you know it."

Admiral Irons nodded as he sat down again. "I know; I wanted to shock them. I didn't expect the ensign to turtle like that. He has a right I suppose. But I'm going to make sure the charges include aiding and abetting the enemy. They might not have any piracy charges; they obviously weren't directly involved in any of that. But I want them shaken up."

"Yes, sir."

"Where are you on the intel you got from them and their implants?"

"We've got some information on their travel but not a whole hell of a lot. They were woken in Horath not in Sigma. So we don't have a transit timeline from where El Dorado is in Sigma, sorry. The code monkeys are massaging the data now. I've passed on everything to Monty of course."

Admiral Irons nodded. "Very well. Anything else on the agenda?"

"Well, locally the Eternia SWAT team known as the master-at-arms are going in on a suspected terrorist safe house now. I got the alert just before Puller's arrival."

"You did?"

"They wanted on-call naval coverage but waited until the last minute to ask. I retasked a satellite for them. I don't know if it will be any good though."

"Ah. Well, hopefully, they get mister terrorist enemy Number One. I'd love to see him dealt with one way or another."

"You and me both. His antics have gone on long enough."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Adam Prince tapped his partner on the shoulder twice at the callout, then followed Teela in as they swept the room. They each had a zone, and he kept scrupulously to his. He could hear the distant sound of fire but also the callouts when it ended in their favor.

The squad was doing well clearing the safe house. Their intel had been spot on.

"Clear," he said as he cleared the room of targets. He did a careful scan for enemy activity. There were only so far his enhanced implants that could penetrate through the ground though before it hit the bend. "Correction, got a tunnel," he paused and blocked Teela just in time as the tunnel collapsed. He turned his head and sheltered her from the cloud of dust and debris that came up from the tunnel as it collapsed.

"Lost one or more down an escape tunnel. The tunnel collapsed," he said through his implants, swearing as Teela batted at his arm in anger.

"Last man," the sergeant said as the all clear sounded. "What happened, Adam?"

"Tunnel collapse. Bastard probably had it rigged."

"We found explosives, but they weren't hooked up yet. Looks like they were working on it when we crashed their party," another of their team stated.

"Last prisoner is KIA. He said Skeletor was just here, and we missed him," another soldier stated.

"Drone up!" the order was passed to command. "We need drone sweeps in the direction of that tunnel; Adam, location?"

"West," Adam said as Teela swept the room again. "It had a ninety degree bend."

"It probably dumps out into the sewers," Teela said, clearly disgusted.

"He's on the run. I'd like to keep him that way," a familiar voice said over the intercom. "He can't run forever. He's running out of places to hide."

"I'd rather let him go to ground, find him, and then nail his ass once and for all," Adam muttered. He'd only had one sighting of Skeletor months ago but hadn't gotten a shot off. He still regretted that miss.

"We'll get him. Next time. Forensics is coming in now. Dump what you've got to them and then we'll do a hot wash. Command, we need to know if we can locate him."

"Based on the directions given, that tunnel most likely leads to the sewers. There are kilometers of sewers, and we can't predict where he will come out. We'll keep looking."

Adam sighed. "Roger that," he said with a shake of his head to his partner.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons grimaced slightly as he heard the report about Skeletor. Prince's team was getting closer and closer to their elusive quarry but had yet to end the problem once and for all. But at least they were keeping the bastard running and therefore on the defense.

He turned his attention to the Academy lecture. He'd decided to do a spot guest lecture in an Intro to Tactical course during an hour of his free time after a reschedule. He couldn't attend directly so his presence was through a holographic avatar, but he knew the kids in the course were still excited to see him.

Not that hero worship was why he was doing it. Quite the contrary, he wanted to keep the kids interested in the course and pass on what he knew.

"With right force mix, anyone can kill an enemy. We had to do that with the Xenos. There was no mercy, no surrender. But there are other factors, and I admit the Xenos were good at it. The best strategists, they get into people's heads. I know a famous person has said it. Look it up, all of you." He surveyed them as he paused. "Probably many people in many species have said similar things over the centuries. It is a hard-won lesson for all strategists and tacticians. Convince the other side not to fight, break their will, convince them it's not worth the amount of blood it will take to get a small piece of ground and you've won half the battle."

He paused again.

"There are different ways of doing it. Making them think you are invincible is one. That you are winning the battle of supply is another. But a third is to make it clear that you can be merciful …. get in their head and convince them and you've got them by the balls. It's harder for us, not so much for fighting the Xenos. You either fought or ran, binary solution set."

"Or died," Protector added.

Admiral Irons turned to his adjunct and nodded. "Yeah, that too unfortunately." He turned back to the class. "We have to temper justice too. The pirates have been committing genocide, and there is no excuse for it. They know that, and they know that we're not going to go easy on them when we win. So the leadership is highly motivated to not surrender, much like Hitler during World War II, or some of the backers of the A.I. during the First A.I. War. But the rank and file are just scared. Getting the message through to them that it's time to give in is going to be tough."

He grimaced. "And then there is the Stalin issue."

He paced for a moment. "During World War II one of the political commanders, Joseph Stalin saw his people crumbling. He ordered brutal ruthless measures to get his people to stop and to stiffen their spines. I expect to see the same on the enemy's side soon enough." He shook his head. "But we'll get through. The cost might be higher than we'd like to pay, but eventually we'll get the job done."

"We have to. There is no other choice," he said softly.
  


 



Chapter 46
 

H002

TF 2.2 was momentarily surprised by the arrival of the courier at the H001 jump point. UFDV-010S, a familiar Sojourner class dispatch boat courier that had been assigned to Second Fleet was expected however.

After the little ship sent out her IFF she set up a split transmission to Commodore Harris's flagship as well as to the ansible. The flagship downloaded the location of the ansible to the courier so the ship's A.I. could lay a direct communications laser on the platform receivers rather than rely on an omni broadcast.

The courier's message was simple; they were letting command know H001 was in the possession of TF2.3, along with their battle log. A copy of the alert went to Antigua as well.

While they were transmitting the signal, the courier made her way across the star system to the Garth jump point. A day into that journey a familiar prowler arrived at the H001 jump point behind them.

Captain Dulley couldn't help but rib Captain McArren as soon as UFN-008P arrived. “Hurry up slow poke! You are falling behind!”

“Not fair you've got a head start!”

“Tough. Last one to Garth buys the first round!”

“Oh, it's on!” the Neogorilla growled. “It's definitely on! Engineering! Pour on the steam! Wind up the hamsters! Feed them sugar if you have to! I'm not ready to lose this race; that son of a bitch can run up one hell of a bar tab!”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Dwight was relieved to hear that everything was moving forward smoothly. “So far so good,” he murmured, watching the courier and prowler as they crossed the star system.

He wanted to move forward into H001, but his orders were to hold the star system. The good news was that TF 2.4 was shaking out and would be arriving to relieve him shortly.

Well, he didn't quite think of that as good news.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Garth

Amadeus received the news that H001 had fallen as planned. It was a pity that Trajan hadn't gotten a piece of the enemy, but that had been expected. He immediately authorized the next phase.

From now on most of the convoys coming in would steam direct to H001 and then recycle through Garth. To add to that the convoy that had recently arrived stopped unloading and instead reloaded their cargo and headed for the H002 jump point. Fourteen of the prize ships joined them. The prize ships had been refitted under Commodore I'r'll's careful hands and were ready to go at their own speed. He knew that the crews were not happy about going without an escort, but he refused to send one since H002 and H001 were currently secured.

He was of two minds about the Horathian prisoners. Most of the combatants were being interned for a time and then sent back in a returning convoy. However, they now had hundreds of civilian noncombatants to contend with.

They were keeping the groups separate, but there were so many that they couldn't all be interred at the lunar colony. An island had been set up for them.

He hadn't realized that the general had deliberately placed them there and then leaked the information about them to use them as bait. He had even delayed transferring them to space to return on a convoy.

Law and tradition stated they had to export enemy noncombatants out of a war zone. But Garth was a planet full of them so the jury was still out on how to handle that. He could see the wisdom of sending the high value targets to Antigua though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Finagle

UFN-013P wasn't suited for her current role, but it was obvious none of the brass cared. And the crew needed some downtime, not that any of the brass cared about that either, Captain Fluckey thought with a familiar feeling of annoyance and exasperation. Ships like his had been on the line for years with precious little liberty. Sure, the oversized prowler's stealth and other systems were finely tuned, but his crew needed to get out and stretch their legs in a friendly port now and again.

That and they needed a fresh perspective, which meant a new assignment. They were overdue on that too.

"Well, let's see what we've came here to see," he said as his ship exited her hyper bubble. The good thing about his oversized prowler was that they had an antimatter reactor, so they were speedy and didn't need the same resupply schedule as other prowlers.

The bad news was that it made for even longer hauls for the “dirty dozen.”

His ship had been built as an infiltration and insertion ship. By rights they should have been picking up a shipload of spooks and then inserting them behind enemy lines on occupied planets. Hell, even Horath! But again, the brass had other ideas.

"Sir, we're getting active pings. They definitely have a picket here. I'd say a good sized one," Lieutenant Commander Reuben “Bull” Underwood stated. Bull was the ship's XO and chief engineer and was a bit long in the tooth to be an XO. By rights he should have been promoted off the ship to his own command when he'd gotten his last promotion. But the brass again had other ideas.

"Time to run silent and see what we can see," the captain said mildly. "We've got …," he checked the clock, "six hours to scout and get a good look around before we've got to report back. Let's make the most of it, shall we?"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Iruke Knowles was wary of the report. He'd brought his force to within twenty million kilometers of the inner edge of the Bd1r17 jump zone only after orders from the Admiralty had come in to picket it.

He didn't know how they'd figured that he hadn't intended to hold the jump point so closely. He had checked the log. Commander Stuart had as well. It was irritating to be second-guessed and micromanaged from afar.

Not that he had much of a choice in the matter.

"I don't care what the brass says; if they are here and scouting, it bodes ill for Admiral Quartermain and his force," the admiral stated. He'd just sent off the latest report via a passing convoy. He was kicking himself for not demanding more support. Hell, even the late Admiral De Gaulte had gotten more than what his picket was getting! It had been all he could do to squeeze fuel and food out of the damn planet!

The idea of setting up fixed defenses at the jump point was becoming more and more wishful thinking at this point he realized.

He had two Emperor's Blade battle cruisers, six new heavy cruisers, two light cruisers, four destroyers, two of the new CEVs, the support ship, and two couriers and not a scrap more from home. They hadn't even replaced his expenditures like the recon drones and buoys he'd deployed around the star system.

It was all he could do to get replacement parts out of home; they were that stingy.

He wanted to feel elation that he'd landed the picket and his cousin had gotten the Vengeance Fleet but at the moment he just wasn't feeling the love. It was more like the feeling one got when they were too far out on a limb and someone was busy cutting it off behind you.

"You don't think whoever this is missed them?" Captain Jasmine Fontain asked mildly.

He and Jasmine had an easy relationship. They had become lovers some time ago. It was strictly against regs to bang your flag captain but they kept it low key. No doubt the countess or II knew, but as long as they got the job done, no one was going to complain.

At least, they'd better damn well not within his hearing.

"Like two ships passing each other in the void? That's certainly possible given transit times and such. But I'm not so sure. That CruRon got away. That meant they had to alert someone higher that trouble was following in their wake. No, I'm betting they are on their way back," Commander Stuart, his chief of staff said.

"Think we'll scare them off?" Lieutenant Rico, the staff TAO asked. The admiral and captain made a face and looked at him as if he was stupid. He caught the looks and shook his head. "Yeah, I thought not too."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

When the prowler returned with her report, the Veraxin admiral scanned it and then considered her options carefully. "I'd like to go with Charlie Four if we can arrange it," she said, turning to her chief of staff.

"Charlie Four, aye aye, ma'am. Do you want to run the sims based on what the prowler brought back?"

"Yes. Make sure the ships have the most up-to-date information."

"Aye aye, ma'am. Timing?"

"Oh, give it until the morning. We'll arrive fresh."

"Aye aye, ma'am."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"See? I told you, nothing to worry about. Whatever they were going to send in, and I bet it was probably that CruRon, it hasn't appeared. So, most likely they saw we're here in strength and ran," Captain Fontain said with a grin to her XO.

"We don't know that for sure. And you are so full of shit; you and I both know that isn't what you told me," her XO responded. They had an easy-going, comfortable working relationship.

Jasmine chuckled. "I guess I remember things differently."

"Yeah, I thought your memory was slipping. Old age does that over time. Perhaps we should arrange the doctor to check on that," he said dryly, playing along. She snorted.

The snort and retort ended instantly when fresh alarms announced another arrival.

"Frack."

"Yeah, I know, I told you so. Trouble."

"Yeah. Let Finagle know we've got problems, and we're pulling out. Someone wake the staff and the admiral, ASAP," the captain said, turning to the officer of the watch. It all had to happen when she was on the bridge.

"Aye aye, ma'am."

"Alert the couriers. Get our logs off to them and order them to prep to run. They are to keep monitoring the situation until the enemy is within twenty million kilometers of them. Keep a running transmission to them and make damn sure it is encrypted. We don't need the enemy hacking them."

"Aye aye, ma'am."

As she began to issue crisp orders, she felt the crew settle down into the job at hand. If only that was what it would take to get them out of the crack they were in she thought—the Feds coming in, a crazed emperor to return to.

Talk about a rock and a hard place.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral V'z'r'll noted the enemy picket was falling back as expected. She ordered her force to move forward cautiously. So far, the enemy was reacting just as they were expected to. That was usually a good thing, but until she was sure of the battlespace, she wasn't going to take any chances.

Especially with part of her force still in hyperspace.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Binks was grateful that his implants kept him from puking but only marginally grateful. The nausea of their last bumpy transition faded quickly though, so his head cleared and he could focus on the matter at hand.

The Neocat wasn't thrilled about the Charlie 4 plan; it was a pincer move but orders were orders. There was a lot of risk involved, however, and his fur felt like it had been steamed by the time his command jumped out of hyperspace. It had stood on end the entire jump out. Not to mention his claws felt like they were permanently embedded in his chair. It had been one hell of a bumpy ride.

The screen had jumped in as far deep into the solar system as they could risk to get a lead on the enemy force and their inevitable retreat. They didn't have a water dweller helm crew on any of his ships, but what they did have was a crack, seasoned helm team on each ship and detailed maps of the star system courtesy of the Winterspell CruRon and the other ships that had been stationed there.

The jump course had skirted the outer edge of the solar system and then had cut in deeper, cutting the enemy's retreat path off. There had been a lot of mass shadows to dodge in hyper.

He checked the plot. It had been expected that his command would be scattered as it came out of hyper. They were indeed; some of the cruisers from the four cruiser squadrons as far out as two million kilometers. The plot looked like buckshot with blinking icons and IFF beacons.

But before he could pass the order to “ollie ollie in free,” they were already falling in to their flagships and then to his ship. They were still getting long-range sensor returns, but it looked like they had plenty of time to get organized again. Just based on the gravitational and neutrino signatures alone the enemy picket force was at least two days out.

Perfect for him to drop in ahead of them and ruin their day he thought with a feral grin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Knowles was just starting to feel comfortable about their lead when CIC reported a massive jump exit ahead of them. At first, wild hope made him think it was a relief force from home. It was the right heading. Then he thought in dread, it was a convoy.

It turned out to be neither of them. It was worse, far worse.

The sudden arrival of a massive jump well ahead of them spoke volumes of the risks the enemy was willing to take. And Lady Luck's blessings were obviously with them. There might be only thirty or so ships ahead of them, but they were more than enough of a road block to make her day even harder.

He swore viciously and ordered an immediate course change. He coldly noted the carrier force had changed course and was lumbering out on a direct course to the distant Horathian jump point as well.

He couldn't help but swear even more when he realized the course change would put them in a pincer with the new arrivals on one flank and the carriers astern of him but on the other. It was now a race to the jump point and possible safety. As the plot settled, he realized it wasn't going to be that easy.

Jasmine saw the pincer and winced. Rock and a hard place indeed she thought in self-reproach for taunting Murphy, even mentally.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Misipeki separated from the screen as his orders dictated. He had to keep himself from taking his CruRon on a flat-out run to the distant Bd2r3 jump point however. His cruiser squadron didn't have the punch to take on the enemy alone. Winterspell could no doubt hurt them on the way out though if they chose to run to Sigma.

He was glad the admiral had gone with Charlie 4, though he wouldn't have minded playing bait with any of the Baker plans. Apparently, the admiral wanted to run the enemy to ground rather than draw them in to a frontal engagement on the Bd1r17 jump point and pin them there.

So be it.

The Neoape couldn't help but grin a rubbery grin at the enemy's natural reaction to flee a superior force. “Yeah, that's right, we're back, and this time we brought friends,” he growled playfully.

There was a chuckle around the compartment from that statement.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral V'z'r'll realized her screen was going to get the bulk of the fighting to come. So be it, she couldn't have swapped places and endangered her carriers with that run. The screen would just have to suck it up until her small craft got into range to support them.

She noted the separation between the two parts of the screen. It felt like she was watching an old Terran game where the defenders were doubling their chances of intercepting a ball carrier before they could get the ball. It gave her a few ideas on how to take advantage of that.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Underwood wanted to prop his feet up and munch popcorn as the enemy continued their run. If it was on time lapse, he'd do just that. Unfortunately, things were playing out in real time.

He wished his ship was armed but of course she wasn't. He'd heard that the navy had even built a few armed prowlers. He didn't know why, but he would love to have one right about now.

“They are so fracked,” he muttered.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Commodore Binks had a healthy respect for the two enemy battle cruisers and the two CEVs with them. The rest of the ships he had no problem taking on.

It seemed like the enemy was making a conventional run to Horath. He'd expected as much, though they could throw a course change in at any time; that was why he'd put the Winterspell CruRon so far out. He wanted the ability to get some of his force out ahead of the enemy and perform a rake if they changed course.

Once his ships had gotten sorted out, they'd flipped to face the enemy. They were on a ballistic course, waiting for the enemy to come to them. If they needed to speed up or alter course, they could easily flip and perform a burn and then flip again. For the moment they were bow on to the enemy ships to minimize their profiles. Only when they got within engagement range would he pivot turn to expose his flanks to cross their T.

The two couriers ahead were barely in his mind. There was nothing he could do about them; he needed all of his fighters for defense of his force. As he watched one of the CEVs was launching fighters. It was nice to have stealth recon platforms along the line of the enemy's march. It would have been even nicer if they'd been mines or bombers though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Jasmine smiled her thanks ever so briefly to her steward as she took the steaming cup of coffee. She would have preferred a cup of hot chocolate but at the moment coffee or any caffeinated beverage would do.

She needed the boost. She needed anything she could get after two days on the bridge with just catnaps. She hadn't even had time for a quick shower. She was aware she was a bit sticky. She wasn't looking forward to time in her suit.

The admiral had wisely held back one CEV’s wing for defense. The second had forged ahead to try to break up the enemy's cruisers the day before.

It hadn't gone well. Not that they'd expected it to.

Seven fighters had returned from the engagement. Just seven out of the majority of the wing. The furball had been particularly brutal, surprising given that the fighter pilots from the various cruisers were not line pilots. They'd still known their business. They had also matched the CEV’s wing in numbers, and that was one reason they'd fed so many of her countrymen into the furnace.

“Alter course,” the admiral said, voice rough.

“Sir?”

“We're altering course for the Bd2r3 jump point. I'm signaling the first courier to run. We need to get out of here. There is no way we can survive jumping to Horath. The moment we slow down to try to jump we're done.”

“Aye aye, sir,” Jasmine said quietly. She didn't like it but she understood. She also knew he had planned such a contingency in advance. Pillow talk sometimes brought such subjects up and into the open.

Not that she liked it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral V'z'r'll was not on her flag bridge when the enemy altered course. But she was alerted in moments by her A.I. Before she'd gotten to her bridge, her force had altered course to pursue.

And, from the look of the updating plot, the Winterspell CruRon had started their run to get ahead of the enemy force.

“Ma'am, one of the couriers has jumped out,” her A.I. reported.

She clacked her mandibles. “That means he's committed to this course of action. The other courier will remain and watch until he orders them out or he leaves.”

“Ma'am, TF 5.2 has altered course. The Winterspell CruRon has done so already and has put on some speed. Numbers are fluctuating now,” CIC reported.

She focused all four of her eyestalks on the main plot. She now regretted not taking a course through the inner system along the slingshot. It would have split the difference, but she'd instead taken a course direct for Horath anticipating a move in that direction.

“Get the CAGs to plot a long-range strike and refuel mission package. I want it within two hours,” she ordered.

“Aye aye, ma'am.”

“This isn't finished yet. I want them toasted before they leave. Preferably burnt to a crisp,” she stated, signaling first-degree blood lust.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Four days later Captain Misipeki wasn't thrilled about his role in the plan. When he'd volunteered to be out as a blocker, he realized it had been a brash decision on his part. Most likely to make up for his stupid mouth. He was risking his command and his crew over it.

But if it worked they'd get a piece of the damn enemy in a moment.

“Fighters are coming in,” CIC warned.

“Acknowledged,” he stated. His surviving fighters, all forty-one of them were already out there, lined up and ready to strike at the incoming fighter strike. It looked like the wing from the second CEV, which meant it was their last Sunday punch.

Well, not counting the damn battle cruisers.

“Cyber-attacks are ineffective,” the ship's A.I. reported.

“Understood,” he murmured. “Keep trying.”

“Oh, I am, and they are countering with their own attacks,” the A.I. stated.

He nodded once but his eyes and mind were focused on the plot.

The rest of TF 5.2 were three hours out. In fact, they were now launching their fighters against the enemy ships since the enemies were preoccupied with him and trying to clear a path. No doubt the enemy still had the fighters from their other ships held back for defense.

Any time now,” he murmured just as the enemy fighter force cut engines and then altered course abruptly.

“Sir …”

“I see it,” he said.

“A second force is about to hit the enemy's starboard flank,” CIC reported.

He nodded as he watched his own fighters fire volleys of missiles into the retreating enemy fighters. The enemy fighters couldn't fully kill their inertia and turn around. They'd been forced to perform a loop and were therefore briefly in his fighter's engagement basket. And his fighters were taking a toll on them, wreaking havoc even at over a hundred thousand kilometers out.

“Sir, the enemy ships are altering course and speed. They are leaving the slower ships behind and are making a flank run for the jump point,” CIC reported.

“Every ship for themselves. Typical pirates,” the captain murmured with a nod. “Let's make sure they have a warm reception.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Fontain hissed in pain as the DCC tech tried to shift the bar off her pinned arm. She wasn't sure how she'd gotten like that; she remembered an explosion. She'd been out of her chair at the time, checking DCC's reports at the engineering station? It was all a bit hazy.

The enemy's carrier strike had come in at the worst possible time. Iruke was dead, so were most of his staff. The enemy's strike had been widespread; the lightly-armored ships had just evaporated under the pounding. Only the two battle cruisers had survived to this point.

“Just leave it,” she gasped out as he tried to shift the load.

“We need a bottle jack in here to lift it or a grav lift. Or damn it, cut the grav in the compartment and I could push it off with a pinky,” the tech said.

“Where …,” she licked her salty lips and tried again. “Where are we with engineering?” she croaked out.

“The fires are mostly out. The explosion was from the stern magazine, ma'am; it went off, something just let go, most likely due to the fires back there,” the tech said, looking to the side. “We've lost our sublight engines and most of our power.”

“We're not going anywhere, ma'am,” the XO said, coming over to them. “At least, not any time soon,” he said as he came over to them. “I thought you were dead,” he said softly.

She stared at him for a long moment. He shook his head again then reached out and grabbed the bar to prop himself up. The shift made her hiss in pain. Yup, her arm was definitely broken.

“Cut our weapons. Signal we surrender,” she gasped out after a moment. She panted heavily as she tried to deal with the pain.

“I already did, ma'am. They said they will send someone as soon as they get sorted out on their end,” he said. He smiled. In the final moments of the battle, they'd managed to tear the ever living hell out of the cruiser squadron ahead of them. Pity they didn't know just how much damage they'd inflicted.

Well, they'd find out eventually. Probably in an internment camp. “Looks like the war is over for us. Yippy,” the captain said as a tech with a bottle jack arrived to pry the piece of metal off of her arm. “Hurrah for us,” she said weakly.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The last courier watched the battle unfold and then jumped for Horath. The crew's morale was rock bottom after quietly watching the picket force get torn to shreds.
  


 



Chapter 47
 

Antigua

Vice President Jeff Randall thought his job as governor had been tough. Getting sworn in had been hectic but easy. So had been his implant update, though he was still getting used to having a dumb A.I. in his implants as his chief of staff.

He was finding out being the VP was different as he continued to settle in. He was one heartbeat away from the presidency, which meant he had to keep up-to-date at all times. He was a member of the cabinet which was a new experience.

He was also president of the Senate, which meant sitting in during debates and such. For the most part, the Senate was handled internally though.

So, in other words he was close to power without having much. And he was dealing with a lot of politics. He'd learned to navigate the halls of power as he learned them without truly committing to any one cause or group.

He wished John would open up with him a bit more though. He still had a ways to go with playing catchup with the secret projects going on around the Federation. Just finding out the true location of Lemnos had been an eye-opening experience for him. The risks involved with having it so close to Antigua weren't worth it in his mind. Fortunately, it was now a moot point given the facilities recent destruction.

Two things he did enjoy was his free time with his family and his time to read. He had to spend the bulk of his time in space, but when the Senate wasn't in session and he didn't need to put in face time for the cabinet, he spent as much time as he could on the ground with her and the kids. And he enjoyed seeing the kids growing up.

From time to time he still missed out on running things on his homeworld though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Subert listened in to the discussion. Many great minds had assembled again to discuss the enemy. One such topic was their psychology.

Sometimes he wondered if it was worth it. Too many of the eggheads were letting their own thoughts color their experiences rather than basing things on known data. In other words, they were talking out of their anal orifices.

It was interesting that there were classes being taught in Antigua and Anvil, college courses on the psychology of the predator with an entire subset section on the psychology of pirates and piracy. The latest exploration was of Horath in particular. Many wanted to understand the inner workings of just what made them a people and how they could function as a society.

It was a given that they were functional—sadistic, sociopathic, some psychotic. On level with a serial killer but able to appear nice and calm and functional. Was that a public mask? Were there layers? How did someone normal survive in such a culture of death and destruction? Nature versus nurture? Peer pressure was a new thing working its way into the discussions, explorations on how a normal person could be led into such a life. Indoctrination and propaganda were also factors of course.

The history of Horath was apparently steeped in blood. They had been mercenaries, thieves, pirates, and just about everything else since practically the founding of the planet. It was surprising to him that no one had found out just how deep their abyss went during the Federation.

He remembered a history course on how such things could happen to normal people. It made a sick sort of sense. They didn't torture people; at least according to their most recent models, the rank and file didn't. But they did celebrate and embrace the bloodlust to some degree, finding an outlet in high-end sports and gladiator games.

The idea that an entire society could function like that for centuries, even a millennia or more was appalling. Their lack of empathy … he shook his head. It made him wonder about the sanity of even trying to rationally deal with them once the war was concluded.

Was peace even possible? Could they ever trust a Horathian at their back? Ever?

He wanted to focus on the exploration of Konohagakure and any links to the Assassin's guild but two comments stuck out. They were in a debate between Captain Teague, participating through the ansible and a commander. They were talking about how effective the Empire would be under Catherine Ramichov's leadership.

"Could she even survive to become empress? With her family? It is like a family of sharks," the commander stated.

“Well, you know what they say, the female is deadlier than the male,” Captain Teague stated.

“Yeah, because the male underestimates them and lowers their guard,” the commander snorted.

Given the number of times he knew some males had been married, that was true, Phil thought.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Jory checked the feed from the Terrahertz Spectrometer. The device projected a non-visible laser light to scan a spectral body or object much like an X-ray. The process was nondestructive and had no radiation. The device had a pair of emitters with receivers on top of a cart. Fine tuning them tended to be a pain in the ass sometimes, especially if someone inadvertently bumped something out of alignment even by a micron.

Inside the box, lasers and receivers were serviced by fiber optics and molecular electronics. Two lasers on either side with receivers scanned the object sample and showed its thickness and what the object was made out of on a series of graphs.

Coupled with more advanced scanning methods, it gave them a thorough examination of any object. In his case the latest sample of armor material. He needed to know the composition to make sure they were getting the mix right with the nanotech layering. Something was off though; he could tell from the carbon scorching on the outer panel. That told him something was definitely hinky somewhere.

Finding out where they'd gone wrong was something he wasn't looking forward to doing. They'd have to do an in-depth molecular comparison and a breakdown right down to nanoseconds. Feeding that data into the computer models would refine things a bit. But the brass wanted the new armor sorted out before his newest design was unfrozen. Which meant he'd decided to get his hands dirty and take a look.

He figured if he breathed down enough necks someone would get the lead out and figure out what was wrong sooner rather than later.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Professor Eldor was practically bouncing as he heard about the news. He couldn't help but rush to see his old friend. Professor Gwildor wasn't in his office; he was in fact in his computer lab.

When Eldor entered Gwildor was engrossed in a simulation. Charts floated around the room. A three-dimensional simulation of a hyperspace wave form was playing out on the main holographic display. The lights were dim; Eldor nearly tripped on some trash on the floor. The trash can was overflowing with food containers. It stank too.

"You really need to get a student or someone to clean that," he grumbled, staring at the mess.

"I can't. Can't have anyone in here without clearance," Gwildor said, stubby fingers dancing as he manipulated figures in a complex math equation.

"And yet you leave the door unlocked," Eldor said with an exasperated shake of his head.

"I did?" Gwildor said as he finished his train of thought and sent the equation off for the computer to proof it. "Wait, you are here?" he said, turning and looking shocked. He looked at the door. "How did you get in?"

"You left it unlocked like I said," Eldor said with a mournful shake of his head at his colleague’s absent mindedness. "Something juicy I take it?"

"Eh?"

"To get you all riled up. That," Eldor said pointing to the equation.

"Oh, eh, I can't talk about it," Gwidlor said impatiently waving a hand to obscure it.

"Well!"

"It's not you silly! It has classified data in it, and I'm under silly restrictions," Gwildor said.

"Well, that's different," Eldor said, settling down again.

"You came with news?"

"Yes," Eldor said, grabbing a bag and shaking it out to change the trash. It was really beneath him, but the smell was getting to him. He saw the twinkle of amusement in his old friend's eyes but ignored it. "Aristacas," he stated.

"Aristacas?" Gwildor asked, wrinkling his bulbus nose.

"Aristacas! As in the ancient Greek scientist who discovered the diameter of the Earth's moon!"

"And this concerns me why?" Gwildor asked, stroking his nose.

"Your blood sugar must be low! Didn't you see the news?"

"No."

Eldor tisked tisked and rolled his eyes. "The pirates have been capturing ships for centuries. Some were put into use. The navy, our navy, set up a blockade in Garth, New Horizon, and Finagle. Well, they caught many ships, all sorts of ships. And one is Aristacas. She arrived in Garth a short time ago."

"A ship named after a scientist?"

"Exactly! A science vessel! Actually she's a Ghasg ship. Rather rare, apparently at some point in her past she had changed hands and had dropped in value to the point a university had picked her up. They renamed her and outfitted her as a science vessel."

Gwildor stared at him.

"And, and! … and, there is another ship in Pi! Liobat let that one slip when they let us know about this ship. That's two ships!"

Two science vessels?" It was an embarrassment of riches compared to the desert they'd just gone through.

"Yes! Neither are what we'd consider tip top shape, but beggars can't be choosers. A hull is a hull! Both ships will need complete refits; the government is going to help there. How much I don't know. Manning the ships and finding funding though …," Eldor shook his head.

"But we've got ships."

"Eventually. When they get here," Eldor said. "But we're going to need the time to get the funding lined up. Not to mention the equipment, crew, who will be on it, what missions …"

Gwildor's eyes gleamed as he rubbed his hands happily together. "Oh, boy, are we going to have some fun soon!"

"Yup," Eldor said, slapping him on the shoulder with a grin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Matilda poked her virtual head in and was amused to note she wasn't the only one attending virtually. Every time the admiral put in a surprise guest appearance, word invariably got around like lightning. Anyone on campus who could spare the time sat in virtually, sucking up bandwidth.

They'd had to set up a pair of dedicated mirrors just to let those not on campus at the Academy attend the lecture. Even officers in the fleet were attending or at least downloading the lecture.

Admiral Irons current topic was about the Kenjutsu master, Miyamoto Musashi. He only barely touched on the famous Book of Five Spheres, but he did emphasize that the samurai had been a Japanese military strategist like Sun Tzu.

"He had a lot of legends surrounding him. You can look them up yourself. Some of the ones I took from his teachings involve studying an opponent, finding his weaknesses, and turning his anger inward. Musashi was adept at what we now call psychological warfare, using being late, insults, and other means to throw his opponent mentally off balance and thus giving himself the advantage."

He paused. "Some of these lessons were applied in war for ages afterward. Drawing out an enemy, making them wait is considered both good and bad. Many in the simple school believe it is bad in that it gives them time to prepare. Others see it as a way to undermine the enemy, to make those who think they are prepared grow complacent or impatient."

He smiled ever so briefly. "And, when you do show up, it can lead to rash anger and decisions that will cost them dearly."

There was a long pause.

"And, when you borrow some lessons from Sun Tzu's art of war, specifically know your enemy and know yourself. You can pick and choose the battleground. Knowing your enemy through intelligence gathering and reconnaissance means that any psychological tactics we employ will be devastating, especially when any surprise the enemy thought he had as an advantage is negated."

"Most of you know I am a martial artist. I spend entirely too much time shining a seat with my ass these days …," he paused to smile at the chuckle that ran through his audience. "But I do try to keep in practice from time to time. You lose skills if you don't keep them up-to-date. I didn't spend a lot of time learning edged weapons like the sword though, just how to defend against them."

An image of a sword appeared. "This is a Nodachi, a Japanese long sword or great sword." He turned to examine it. After a moment he sent a signal and a wooden sword appeared next to it.

"According to historical texts, Musashi dueled “the demon of the western providences” with a wooden sword called a Bokken. The “demon” was a fiendish warrior who wielded the Nodachi. Legend has it that Musashi fashioned a Bokken out of an oar just slightly longer than his opponent's sword. He coupled psychological warfare with his greater reach to beat his opponent."

A brief simulation of a fight appeared with one opponent arriving on a boat and then fighting on the beach. "Arriving late to anger and unnerve his opponent. Making them underestimate you or think of you with contempt. Arriving with a weapon that seemed worthless in comparison to your opponent’s so again, they would underestimate them. And then, that weapon being more effective because it was underestimated. And lastly, being ruthless, shocking his opponent and his opponent's supporters."

"Applying that to our current situation, some believe we need to have a massive battle fleet to beat the Horathians. I believe that to be untrue. We need a weapon just good enough to do the job. We shall see who is right."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Gwildor scratched his head as he checked on the last ship to attempt what he wanted done. He knew it wasn't easy, but he needed to go as high as possible. He needed a solid sample set. In order to get the samples and data he needed, they'd need extensive probes of hyperspace, time in hyper, and not just in any one band but all of them. As high as a ship could go too. That meant a crack crew for the upper bands. The ship had to be the same to keep the data the same too.

The problem was the last ship to do what he needed done was Endurance. Endurance had been an EEC ship named for Endurance Shackleton, a famous Terran explorer of Terra's Antarctic. The explorer's ship had been frozen overnight in 1915, eventually getting crushed by the ice.

The exploration, evaluation, and colonization ship bearing the same name had also been crushed, but upon exit from hyperspace when she had returned from a dangerous mission. The return had been witnessed and recorded. Unfortunately, all data with the ship had been lost.

Not to mention the crew.

He shook his head. In order to get to the upper strata where he needed data, he'd need a more capable ship than the two they were going to be given. The two were old. They'd serve their purpose, but he needed a specialty-purpose built ship. A ship on the cutting edge, which meant something from the Lemnos files.

He scrubbed his jaw. Lemnos had only touched on exploring the upper bands of hyperspace. He'd already identified that he needed an antimatter powered ship with at least a Ssilli and A.I. on board. He tugged on one ear. Should he write up his request? He didn't want to seem ungrateful since they were being given two ships. Should he wait? Building such a ship would most likely take years. The wrangling over the cost alone could take a decade!

He frowned as he scrubbed his face and then shrugged. They could always say no he thought as he began to type and lay his thoughts out.
  


 



Chapter 48
 

SNHH

To Captain Cartwright's immense relief Kachin Dao and Scissori arrived in SNHH space without incident. Of course, the enemy could be lurking under stealth, which was why her people had taken their time thoroughly scanning the star system. But no betraying ion trails were found, at least none recent.

Contact with Count Gordon, the acting governor, took time too. He was bitter over being abandoned to die on the vine and harped incessantly about the visits from Federation destroyers who were insisting he surrender.

“They bombed every military instillation we've got! I can barely keep the people in check!” He was practically frantic in his anger. Iesha just listened idly to the recording, letting the man vent and get it off his chest. He had a lot to vent about though, including how the destroyer captain had warned him that a Federation force was coming soon.

That didn't bode well for her or future visits. That meant they needed to squeeze everything she could out of the asshole and then get the hell out of the star system before she became trapped.

“So, what are you doing?” she asked when he finally wound down. “We're going to need supplies; I'm having my people send it on a side channel. We're very low on food, and any spare parts you can arrange would be nice,” she added.

A few hours later he replied with a shake of his head. “What am I doing? What can I do?!? I'm shit up a creek without a paddle! It wasn't like this shithole had a large military force to begin with! Most are scattered to the wind when they bombed the bases!” He grimaced. “I had to stop the cleansing program. Purely to maintain order you understand,” he said hastily. “It's not like there are many left. I've had to stop the hunting parties too. Beyond that I'm unsure of what to do. It's not like I can’t mount much of a defense against a determined invasion. I barely have two hundred soldiers and three times that in militia! They aren't worth spit, stealing from the bases and going AWOL!” He shook his head.

She mentally dropped the request for parts. That was obviously out. She'd have to let Tao know.

“Look, the empire will bounce back from this. We're here,” she stated. Eventually, a new offense will be mounted. SNHH is on the sidelines, yes, but you can play a pivotal role as a supply base so don't underestimate your value. And there are pirate lords who own lands on the planet. They'll want to ensure their holdings,” she stated. She noted that her own voice lacked conviction though.

He snorted a few hours later when she received his response. “Yeah, right. I'll believe it when I see it.”

“Of course you'll see it! The question is what side do you want to be on when the Empire does come?”

“The Feds are here or will be at any time. The empire isn't. Until we see the empire's return, we're remaining neutral. I'm going to clean things up and then keep a low profile.”

“We're here now, aren't we?” she reminded him. She put enough teeth in her tone to let him know she was not to be trifled with. The last thing he wanted was to continue to be at the bottom of a gravity well that she could drop rocks into.

“True. And we'll resupply you out of duty but don't get pushy,” the count grumbled.

“No problem. Please assemble what you can in port. We'll be there in another five days. Any fuel you can spare would be nice and recruits.”

“I'll see what I can do,” he replied dryly.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Horath

Much to Malwin's relief, the last of the four wounded ships arrived from Finagle. She was late, so late that she came in only a few hours ahead of a new convoy from Sigma. But she was there.

Unfortunately, the freighter wasn't a priority so BUSHIPS had plans to strip her crew off and lay her up until they had the spare time and yard space to do a proper repair job.

The twenty-five freighters and two cruisers signified something else to him that they were still in possession of Finagle, which was a relief. He made certain BuLogistics was planning a rapid turnaround. It would suck for the crew, but they could draw some recruits from the dispossessed crew for replacements or even from the planet.

He snorted softly. There would be no end of recruits from the planet. Just about everyone wanted out of Horath these days.

He was tempted to send a pair of cruisers to scout H002. Tempted, but he'd kept that temptation firmly in check for the moment. He didn't want the enemy to know they were ready for a counter punch.

He was aware that the enemy was scouting H001 from Admiral Zhen's reports. He hadn't scared up further reinforcements for the admiral though; instead, he had been busy laboring to forge a new offensive fleet, one four times larger than Cyrano's Retribution Fleet. The emperor wanted to label it the Vengeance Fleet. He was considering signing off on it if only to appease his prickly sovereign and get things moving.

He was a bit sick with dread though, wondering if it would work out.

They were being pushed and hemmed in from all sides. The emperor was correct in that they needed to go back on the offense. If the Vengeance Fleet, he paused to examine the title in his mind briefly before continuing, worked out and turned the tide, it would allow him to move Zhen's force in behind the offense to sweep up and secure Garth or Dead Drop once more.

He just hoped it wouldn't turn out like Hitler's last offense in the Battle of the Bulge.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira noted the new convoy with mixed feelings. The ship that had come in the day before had gotten her hopes up only to be dashed when she'd found out that it was just one of the ships from the Finagle attack. Her cargo had already arrived and had been processed months prior.

It vexed her a bit to see at least half of the incoming cargo going to the new offense, while a third was going to the orbital fortresses and other things. Just 16 percent was going to new construction or to infrastructure expansion.

Half of the production run of Cutlass fighters that had been built in the past two years had been transferred to what some were calling the Vengeance Fleet. She'd been lightly involved in building a two-seater version, and she'd peripherally seen the new bomber being rammed through but that was it. She didn't like how things were shaping up.

Six of her CEVs were to go with the fleet. Six, something she hadn't expected. Her CEV design had been a last-ditch attempt to get a carrier platform into production. From history she knew that they weren't suited for frontline service. By rights they should be guarding convoys or playing a more defensive roll. But the Admiralty needed every carrier it could get its hands on. They still couldn't match the Fed fighters, so numbers and crude weapons were their only recourse to even the odds or tip them in their favor.

She was well aware that her grav lance torpedoes and her layered defensive doctrine had been field tested and were being implemented with the fleet. She was a bit nervous to see how they worked out in actual combat though.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine listened to the reports with half an ear. She knew it already. Sometimes she thought the physical meetings were just a way to get everyone face time to actually absorb the reports and get stroked for doing something right or pounded for letting something slip.

She was of two minds about Vice Admiral Thomas Knowles. She knew from scuttlebutt that a more capable female flag officer had been in line but her father had put his foot down. Patriarchy had won out … as usual with her father as of late. He seemed to be developing a mental block about women being able to hold command for some reason.

She kept her face from smiling. Boy was he in for a surprise.

The good thing was that the fleet was made up of some very ardent supporters of her father. The bad was that they had questionable skills. Thomas for instance seemed capable, but she knew from experience as Cyrano's op office back in the day that Thomas wasn't very imaginative.

Which was probably a good thing in a way. He talked a good game but lacked enough initiative to seek counsel before moving forward. Most likely he'd keep in regular contact with Horath, appraising them of his progress.

She shuddered to think of what would happen to his command if Admiral White pulled out a new weapon to clean his clock with. Would Thomas be smart enough to pull out and save his command despite any personal cost? Or would he try to fight it out anyway and die?

She didn't like it. Nor did she like that he was taking two-thirds of their hyper capable capital ships with him. But that was the only way the Admiralty had been able to convince her father to go on the offense.

It had to work out. It just had to. But, if it didn’t, they had just handed the Feds a bunch of targets.

She frowned thoughtfully but then schooled her expression when she noted the countess's sidelong look. She needed a little more time to arrange things. The offense would have her father's attention for some time.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ivan Drakov turned his head slightly to see a pair of space orc cyborgs walk by. They were headed to outfitting he knew.

The Necrons were keeping a low profile. So far, they had managed to contact three of the six other Necron mausoleums. While they were working on that, he was working with the other commanders to check their logistics and gather as much intelligence as they could.

They would need as much knowledge and surprise as they could to achieve any sort of military mission. They were still arguing over the mission itself. While they did that, small groups were being detailed for snatch missions to gather more resources.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Count Jason McAllen couldn't help but wonder what the hell had happened to Frost and his people. Frost he could see going dark and playing games but not Sydney. Sydney owed him too much to play games.

Besides, Sydney was supposed to go out on the convoy when it departed. If he didn't show up soon, he was going to miss his ride. That alone told him something was wrong.

The problem was he didn't know what was going on or where to look. He'd carefully insulated himself from the group so as to not get himself in trouble if they got caught. But that was turning into a two-edged sword and inquiring about what had happened to them in the wrong ear could get back to him as well.

He just had to sit and wait and hope for the best.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Theo Rico listened to the Academy class he was auditing while scanning paperwork on the tablet on his computer. The class was on the battle of Midway, one of several carrier battles he had decided he needed brushing up on. It was not to be confused with the battle of Midway station or Midway the planet.

He was interested in the instructor's take away lessons. Like how the Americans had needed to launch aircraft with lighter loads since they'd done a magnum launch of all aircraft. The short runways and crowded deck, not to mention the loiter time, had burned precious fuel and time.

And then there was the tidbit about a torpedo bomber's golden rule—attack an enemy ship by having the leader of the squadron strike the ship that was the furthest away as their target. The rear of the squadron or flotilla got the ship closest to them. It gave the enemy less time to react and respond.

The application was emphasized with references to more modern space carrier combat and how to defend against an anti-shipping strike. Usually that meant the defender stacked layers of defensive units in shells in the path of the enemy force.

Of course that only worked if you knew where they were coming from. Modern bombers used the extreme range and their own stealth to come at a fleet from different directions, usually exiting the battlespace along the least-line course to a refueling point or their carriers. They also could and did use decoys to draw off the defenders.

He nodded. The interesting thing was that he'd picked up on a lot of what they were saying with Elvira's briefing on her defense doctrine. She'd obviously done her homework. He made a note to test her doctrine again in the Academy simulators some time. He wanted to see another exercise of it, and more importantly, he wanted the fresh minds in the class see it so they could react, learn from it, and perhaps improve upon it.

He was still considering how to arrange that when an alert sounded. He frowned and accessed his implants as he turned his head. "Yes?" he murmured.

"Sir, the H001 picket has returned."

"Returned?"

"All of them. The enemy has moved in force into H001 and now have possession."

The minister of war scowled as he rose. All eyes fell to him, but he ignored it as he motioned to his security detail for them to move out. "I'm on my way," he said, cutting the channel.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Zhen stood at attention with his cover tucked under one arm. He was in the Admiralty house and just a bit perturbed and nervous about the two wraith-like beings who were also standing outside the door.

He'd already transmitted his report. He turned at a soft sound and noted several friends and family members near. His mother hesitated and then came over to his side. "Bad?" she asked softly as she embraced him.

He hugged her back slightly. "Bad enough. I didn't lose anyone but I had to fall back. I just had to, Mom; they came in with their full carrier force."

"I see," she murmured. She straightened and patted his arms. "We're with you, son."

He nodded at the show of support. His eyes wanted to mist but he fought the urge down.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Just the carrier task force?" the emperor demanded. He was fuming over the fresh setback. He had privately agreed with his wife that he couldn't do anything about Zhen or his senior officers. Zhen was as solid as they came, and his family was in his corner. Pissing them off wouldn't be politically wise. He had already made a great deal of enemies with the Retribution debacle.

"Yes, sir. We've double-checked the data," Countess Newberry stated. She glanced around the room and then back to the emperor. "We don't know if it is a trick though. We now have no means to monitor the situation."

The emperor grunted.

Catherine frowned thoughtfully. Zhen should have left a ship or ships behind to picket the outer star system. But he'd brought everything back with him.

"What I want to know is what the hell happened to Sito and his courier?" Malwin asked. "According to Admiral Zhen, he sent the courier back four days before his own departure from the star system. But the courier never showed up."

"Lost in hyper?" Lewis asked. "Or had an engineering issue and was forced to drop down to a lower octave?" he suggested, cocking his head.

"Anything is possible I suppose," Malwin said. "I still don't like it."

"It doesn't matter. The enemy has broken up their fleet and we have a golden opportunity to defeat them in detail. At the least drive them back," the emperor stated. "Launch the Vengeance Fleet," he said, looking directly at Malwin. "Do it now."

Catherine wanted to squirm but sat on the urge hard. It didn't feel right, not at all. The strategist in her told her something was off. White wouldn't be so foolish. Why had he held back his screen and his capital ship force? It didn't make sense.

"It will take another day for them to complete their resupply and get their personnel on board, sire," Lewis warned. He wanted to play for time to give Zhen's people time to get sorted out. Not that he was sure it would matter.

The emperor turned a glower on him but nodded slightly. "Just get it done."

"Aye aye, sir." Theo stated. He glanced at the others around the table. "I'm ordering Admiral Zhen to be attached to the Vengeance Fleet as a rear guard. Minus any ship that needs a refit of course. We need to squeeze as much knowledge out of their crews as we can and distribute it to the rest of the fleet."

The emperor grunted. "I guess that is one way to show that coward how to get the job done," he grumbled.

More than one officer stiffened or winced. None said anything in the admiral's defense however.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Countess Newberry read the admiral's report again and then set it down. The number of prowlers, if that was even what they'd seen, was odd and disturbing. Her people were speculating that the Feds wanted detailed data on a star system fast and were going for redundant platforms, but she didn't buy it, not totally at any rate.

No, something else was afoot. Had they really diverted that many slips to the small elusive ships? She envied them. She didn't have a prowler let alone a flotilla of them!

It could very well have been something else. Shino had mentioned a possibility of cruisers attempting to get in ahead of him and cut him off. That was certainly possible.

But, something didn't feel right. She couldn't put her finger on it though and that bothered her the most.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Vice Admiral Thomas Knowles posed for another image in front of the ship's crest. Nemesis had quite an imposing ship's plaque and crest and he loved it. That was one reason he'd taken the ship as his flagship years ago.

He jutted his chin out as the photographer instructed and tucked one hand into his vest. He had to reflect about how he'd managed to hang onto Zhen's force and command structure. That was a minor coup for him. He'd lost out on naming his fleet though. The Nemesis Fleet, named after his beloved flagship, was far better than Vengeance. But it wasn't his call, and he'd bowed to his emperor.

He would have liked a bit more time to do photo ops. He hated them in some ways but the family wanted them. But it was not to be.

He checked the status through his implants. He had the latest package and liked the Wi-Fi ability. All ships including Executioner were reporting full readiness status.

"All right, we're done here. Play with the shots and let me see them by the end of shift," he said, dismissing the photographer. He turned and made the rounds on the bridge, aware of the eyes on him before he exited the compartment and headed to his own flag bridge nearby.

He had two squadrons of capital ships. They were made up of battleships, dreadnoughts, and super dreadnoughts including two of the newly-minted Imperial class.

Acting as his slashing force was a single squadron of battle cruisers, including an Emperor's Blade class thrown into the mix. He had two squadrons of cruisers as a screen and a single oversized squadron of carriers. Behind them was a fleet train and then bringing up the rear was Admiral Zhen's force.

The carriers and Zhen's force were the two crimps in his battle line and plans. He knew he didn't have enough carriers, and he wasn't a natural carrier commander. He was a battle line commander, built to stand on the bridge of a flagship like Nemisis and issue a pounding to any enemy who dared to come within her reach. He was going to have to play things cautiously until he knew how the new weapons and tech fared against the enemy.

He was uncomfortably aware that half of the carriers were not proper carriers at all but CEVs. Most of the wings were fitted out purely for the defensive role.

He wasn't looking forward to any anti-shipping strikes, especially any containing antimatter torpedoes. Hopefully, the recently overhauled point defense systems would help there. Hopefully.

Zhen's force was another headache though. He really would have liked for the flotilla to be out on point but they didn't have the speed. They also had been given very little time in port to resupply and run critical maintenance. Barely two days, hardly what he was comfortable with. No doubt Shino wasn't happy either.

Then again Shino was probably counting his blessings he had survived the emperor's wrath. "Let's move out," he said simply, giving the auspicious beginning to his grand journey of reconquest and yes, vengeance.
  


 



Chapter 49
 

Garth

Commodore I'r'll had her hands full but she still had to deal with the arrival of the fresh twenty-three prize ships from New Horizon. That and deal with the griping from the ships in New Horizon.

The original plan had been for the crews of the prize ships to be gathered and sent back to New Horizon to move the next lot. That had changed when Admiral White had tapped fourteen of the ships to carry loads to H001 to supplement the convoys.

All twenty ships had been run through the repair yard for a minor refit and resupply before they'd departed. She'd organized them into job lots, cycling similar ships back to back to make it easier on the crew and yard dogs. But several of the ships, like the Ghasg science ship were destined for Antigua and a full overhaul and rebuild.

Six ships had departed for Dead Drop and eventually the Antigua yards. Now she had to contend with a fresh twenty-three, and Admiral White had informed her that any of the large freighters were to be used locally to run cargo to H001 as well as to Finagle.

Which meant she had a BUPERS problem. She decided it was not something she was supposed to handle anyway so she had her A.I. send some emails to BUPERS to get on it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Four days after the convoy of prize ships arrived, the Soujourner courier UFDV-010S arrived at the H002 jump point. A transmission of her IFF got her past the security around the jump point and then on a course to the inner star system.

UFN-008P jumped into the star system behind them two days later. "You beat us," Captain McArren grumbled in a direct signal to the courier.

"Yeah, that much is obvious. The best cream rises to the top and all that," a familiar voice replied. "We tend to do that to slow pokes," Captain Dulley deadpanned. "Beer's on you though." He wasn't sure how they were going to arrange that though. Most likely a bar in space or on a lunar colony. He'd spent the past several days catching up on local and interstellar news, and the ground news wasn't good.

"Cute," Captain McArren grumpily replied. "Well, I'm looking forward to some R&R on the planet."

"Um, given what we've been hearing about the planet, you might want to rethink that idea," the courier captain drawled.

"Eh?"

"Check out the news. The Marines have their hands full."

"Oh joy."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Amadeus cocked his head at Admiral Irons. He'd argued over and over that he could and should move more of his fleet forward. So far Admiral Irons had only authorized the swap of TF 2.2 for TF 2.4. "Admiral, don't count on the enemy falling for the plan. No plan survives contact with the enemy. There is a reason we say that. Never fall in love with a plan to the point where it has to win no matter what."

"Of course not, that's why we have contingency plans."

"Oh, I know. I'm just wondering what's behind them."

"A lot. Don't worry, right now we're hoping Plan A succeeds. If it doesn't it will at least give us fresh intel and shake them up. Don't discount those two points. Meanwhile we're working on sending you the real Sunday punch."

"I can't wait," the Neochimp admiral growled.

"Unfortunately, you're going to have to for a bit longer. As I said, it takes time."

"Understood."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kissinger knew his people were having mixed feelings about the entire offensive. He was aware that the enemy had a second division, appropriately named Second Division on planet. So far, they were not engaged.

What most of his people didn't know, what he'd just found out, was that there was another division, First Division, with them. That meant he had to hit hard. He wasn't quite in his GOTH plan but close enough to “use ‘em or lose ‘em.” He hated it.

He knew his people like Agent N'gumo was wondering about why the division hadn't deployed immediately. He hadn't needed to wonder; he knew. They were getting set just like General Kodiak was. They were ramping up for a new offense, logging targets and getting ready to hit hard and fast. They were going to blitz and do it in such a way that he'd get hurt. His attempt to get them to commit early and throw them off didn't seem to be working though.

He'd had setbacks; he freely admitted that to himself. One was the cave-ins from drone strikes on the tunnels. He'd forgotten what an FAE could do in a tunnel. That had sucked a great deal, especially when he needed those weapons now when they were getting closer to the end game.

Based on the observations from N'gumo's agents, he was pretty sure the Marines were about ready.

Which was why he began pulling back a third of his force and distributing them, going to ground while more expendable units were kept on the line to give them time to hide. He ordered shuffling and dummy units and positions to be set up or made to go active as well.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

John Smith had no idea how he was still alive. He was though, despite acting as a spotter to a sniper team, observer, and pack mule. He'd even given blood the odd time or two.

Perhaps it was his missing hand? It did prevent him from being on the frontlines. Too many of the people he had gotten to know had been hurt or killed as of late. He was starting to have mixed feelings about it all. He knew from his training that it was natural but also a sign he might be going too deep.

Perhaps it was time for him to bug out. He still held in there though; he had yet to find the elusive command center and General K.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Ozman coughed despite the breather. She knew better than to take her facemask off. Her team was working to dig out one of the deep mines where they'd had a base, really a cache base. She'd thought it was a good hide. Apparently not though, either the radiation of the material she'd stuck in there had given it away or a distant drone had watched a group moving in or out of it.

She needed the contents of that base. The general wanted it and wanted it badly enough to have sent her in with a platoon to try to dig it out. Scuttlebutt said they were really in for it soon; the enemy had landed two divisions not one recently. That meant the weapons would be needed for tactical purposes.

Which meant digging them out and then rebuilding them if necessary. She still had no idea if they were even viable.

Unfortunately, they had to do most of the work by hand to avoid detection. Rocks had to be moved, then the area surveyed, parts of the tunnel shored up, and then more excavating. It was taking a long time but they had to do it carefully and right.

She wasn't sure how deep they could penetrate though. Apparently, they were going to find out as they went.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Agent N'gumo watched the teams go in only to be shredded. Screams could be heard over the radios, but there was precious little they could do. Nothing at all except give the poor sods a final act of mercy.

Who would have thought that the Fed Marines would be so clever at laying out their own traps? Or that they would be ruthless? He shook his head. He was afraid they truly were on the losing end of the battle. Losses were piling up. They were hitting back, but it didn't seem like enough.

They needed a win. They needed to hit the bastards and really make it hurt. Now would be a nice time for a tactical nuke or the cavalry, but he knew better than to think one was coming.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

General Kodiak might appear stoic to others but to those who knew him he could be read. Not easily mind you, but he could if you knew the wily old bear. Like now, General Archie Pendeckle thought as his Second Division prepared to deploy. They'd had some downtime and he'd agreed to Valenko's desire to hold back and prepare for a general offensive. Colonel Abernly had also agreed to the downtime; it had given them plenty of time to form a series of target lists for their blitz offensive.

Now was the time though. He was in command, and it was time to get back into the game and kick some Horathian ass.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

In space a series of satellites took on data feeds from command central and then began to scan the heavens as they oriented on their prey. They were like falcons, looking down and getting ready to strike on a hapless mouse or bird.

An orbital drone drop began as one by one the satellites deployed a package. Unlike a KEW drop, the drone was released but not fired into the ground by a rail gun. The start was as a conventional drop with an ablative outer shell.

Once the drone had entered the atmosphere, the shell protecting it from the heat of reentry fell away. The drone within then deployed panels in the stern along a mast to act as propellers and a drogue shoot to slow its headlong speed. Once it reached a certain altitude, the inner shell of the pod would open again deploying one or more drones.

The larger drones were solar powered. They were normally set as surveillance craft, able to loiter over distant inaccessible areas for days or weather permitting weeks at a time. Others were weaponized, able to target and take out an enemy from an angle. Some had specialized packages to penetrate a hardened target. Four drones that were deployed had sensitive listening devices while another quartet had lasers able to blind unprotected infantry on the ground.

The drones served another purpose, one unexpected on the battlefield. The Horathians had hoarded their anti-air right up until the true Marine landings had commenced. Now they were a bit freer about using their SAMS to counter the Marines’ abilities to control the skies.

A drone soaking up a SAM might be unfortunate and costly, but not nearly as costly and painful as losing a manned attack bird or a shuttle.

Thunder began to roll across mountains, hills, and valleys as the next Marine offensive began.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Montgomery stepped off the shuttle and looked off to the distant rising clouds of smoke. There were more than one around the field; he counted six. From space the continent looked like it was on fire. The Horathians had lit forest fires all over the place.

He turned to a familiar figure dressed in a conservative white business suit. Well, not quite, Captain Briggs had his jacket over one shoulder and hooked by three fingers of his right hand. He leaned on his trademark cane and even waggled his mustache at his boss.

"Damn good to see you, Admiral; your timing is as usual good."

"Good but not great," Monty said, looking around. "Getting there?"

"That's what I'm wondering myself. They are a stubborn bunch," the captain said.

Monty made a puttering sound then smiled slightly as he turned around. He looked at the distant fires, shielding his eyes with one hand before he nodded once and dropped his hand. "Well, we'll just have to help the jarheads show them the error of their ways, shall we?"

The captain smiled. The two men extended their hands as one then chuckled softly and shook hands.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Dead Drop

A small specially-built Dora class ship jumped into the star system, flashed her IFF, and then set up a series of tachyon conversations with the ansible and distant inhabited planet. Once they were cleared to proceed, Roy Boehm and the cadre moved on to the distant Garth jump point.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

H002

Dwight was of two minds as TF 2.4 arrived. In a way he was grateful his vigil was up, but then again, he didn't want to give it up. Not until he was sure Trajin was going to be okay.

But he had to return his force to Garth for rest and resupply. And it was time someone else stood guard in the lonely star system for a time.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

H001

Trajan smiled at the timely arrival of the ansible transport. He knew the ship's crew was justifiably nervous about their mission but got straight to it. They immediately headed to deep space. It would take another day or so before they found a place to set up the platform.

Having the platform would be a relief to him. Once it was set up, his command would no longer be out on a limb. Well, they'd still be there but they could alert the rest of the fleet of what was going on moment to moment and get alerts of incoming shipping.

He turned his attention to the prowlers. The flotilla was impatient to get going, he could tell. But they were there, waiting until their remaining fellows arrived.

Things were about to get interesting and not just for him and his command.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Three days after the platform was up and the first downloads had begun, the last Poltergeist squadron arrived. The twelve prowlers spooked the small ansible transport as they lumbered to the jump point.

Trajan ordered an alert to be given to the rest of their fellows and then a second alert to his fleet train to get ready to resupply the small ships in preparation of their upcoming mission.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough nodded as his crew handled the ship. He was glad they had smart A.I. in the ships, they were dueling with each other while handling the bulk of the logistics and tactical sims.

He had only a few more hours of training before the resupply was completed. Once it was his, ships would have a few days to train on the way to the jump point and their destiny.

He wasn't sure if he was looking forward to the mission. He was anxious though, anxious to see if it worked. He knew some of his crew were anxious to paint “First to Horath” on the ship somewhere. Probably in bright gaudy lettering too.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Trajan watched with approval as the second convoy to arrive lumbered under their best speed to the distant Horath jump point to dump lethal cargo. Once one more load like that one was finished, he'd feel secure enough to move his ships closer to the jump point.

Until then they were continuing exercises to keep the rust off. They were burning through a prestigious amount of fuel and parts though, so he had to cycle his support ships off to make the run back to Garth to resupply. There was a reason no one used H001 or H002. They were deserts; there was nothing there to use for supplies.

Oh, he could arrange for Bussard ram scoop ships to scoop up the bits left but what was the point? They'd get a couple handfuls of rock and some ice but pretty damn diffuse. He was seriously reconsidering setting up fortresses in the star system. Keeping them supplied was going to be a nightmare like his task force.

He turned his attention to the distant plot. That was the real reason he was on the flag bridge, to watch with the big screen as history unfolded and the prowlers jumped. He smiled. Admiral Irons was known to turtle but was also quite good at logistics. And he had his own little ways of getting his point across to even the most stubborn of people.

He was pretty sure Piotr Ramichov, self-acclaimed emperor of Horath and the galaxy, wasn't going to like the admiral's message one little bit.

He just wished he could be the fly on the wall to see the emperor's reaction.
  


 



Chapter 50
 

Dd01ns

CruRon 149, dispatched to hunt down the pirates arrived in Dd01ns on the heels of a passing convoy.

The Neodog escort commander, Captain Folgers of the light cruiser Beltran, informed the CruRon Captain V'x'z'll of a recently discovered suspicious ion trail in the star system. “It doesn't go in our direction. It looks like it is coming from B-97b to SNHH if you can believe it.”

“And your people are detecting two of them?” the Veraxin captain asked.

“Sending you the data now. I had a fighter out on recon and maneuvers, and she picked them up on her scopes. I think that might be your boys. It is about four months old,” the captain stated.

“I see,” the Veraxin buzzed as her A.I. and crew processed the report. She considered lying in wait for the ships. It had to be her targets. Instead, she decided that they might be hiding in SNHH. They were most likely looking for supplies there.

Can't have that.

“All right, here is what we're going to do. Beltran and your division mate are going to remain here at the SNHH jump point in ambush. Stealth in other words. We'll move into SNHH to flush them out.”

“You are countermanding my orders to escort the convoy to Dead Drop?”

“I think they can handle the last leg just fine,” the captain stated. “When they get back, you'll be here and you can go back with them or I can detail two of my ships to take your place. Either way we need to put an end to these pirates.”

The Neodog nodded. “Aye aye, ma'am, I agree. Let's kick some pirate booty.”

“Not quite how I'd describe it but it works,” the Veraxin replied with a second-degree hand sign of amusement.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons digested the latest news from the war front while his shuttle was on final approach. He noted in approval that the cadre had bypassed Dead Drop and had already moved on to Garth. He nodded. They knew what they were doing.

He had some time off this weekend arranged; he was actually going groundside to the Randall family retreat. Security was tight. He'd gotten confirmation everything was set earlier that morning. Now he just had one last visit and then some paperwork.

He'd considered going to the launching ceremony, but he'd decided to let Odette and others have the limelight there. His eyes narrowed as his implants tapped into the shuttle's sensor feed. The pilot was doing well lining up to the boat bay in the drilled-out asteroid fortress.

The fortress was spanking new. So new they'd used it as a test bed to slot in Mulberry fortress modules once it had been cored. They'd used the excavated rock to cover some of the holes. According to the team in charge of building it, the setup had been a bit tricky but they'd gotten it done. And the modules had been easily added once they'd gotten the hang of it all.

The thing was a monster, the last fortress to be built in Antigua with the current budget. She was practically a small moon and with the forts she could actually grow as needed.

He glanced to the side to see the distant battle moon. That was the command fortress of the B-459c jump point. It was hard to believe that there was one each at the other two jump points as well. And because they had been built in the capital, they'd progressed far faster than San Diego had.

But he still refused to allow them to be outfitted as starships. That was an entirely different engineering project he had no intention of tackling.

“We're on final, sir,” the pilot stated.

“Very well,” he said, making sure his feed was in observer mode so as to not disturb the pilot's concentration.

After this tour he was going to hop back to the new Federation 1 and ride her back to orbit and then take the shuttle down to the Valley Forge Army Base. It was the closest to the Randall retreat.

He was looking forward to the visit. Even with the navy on the cusp of battle on several fronts, the Marines and army engaged on a half a dozen or so planets, he was looking forward to having a beer and steak with his friends.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Champion, Vice President Randall, Vice Admiral Creator of Things, and other dignitaries were on hand for the launching ceremony of the latest Sun Tzu class super dreadnaught, Libertas. The ship was formally sponsored by Sandra Randall. She pushed a button and a giant bottle of champagne was launched from a robotic arm to tumble end over end before smashing into the bow of the ship. The shards and alcohol glittered in the lights as the crowds cheered.

Sandra smiled for the cameras as her husband held her to her side. She normally didn't care for the limelight but it was to help Jeff. Besides, she had a new dress she had just wanted to show off. She could tell from her husband's expression that he enjoyed the occasional peek at her legs and curves.

Her exposure to other worlds and the evolution of her world was changing her worldview. She had been a trendsetter on Antigua as the governor's first lady, moving from traditional almost Victorian dress for women to incorporate more modern fashion touches.

"So, how long do the cousins have the thundering herd? Think we can arrange a shuttle delay to have a bit of fun?" her husband naughtily breathed in her ear as he hugged her to his side.

"Oh, I don't know," she teasingly drawled back softly with a grin for the audience. "I heard something about a mile-high club and doing it in zero G?" she murmured wickedly back. He turned a guffaw into a soft cough, but she could tell he was laughing at her teasing.

"Of course, we have to pay for our pleasures, dear. We're getting our brat pack as well as the entire pack of cousins this weekend," she said. "So, you better enjoy your time with me all to yourself while you can," she murmured suggestively as she played her fingertips over his lower back and hind end. No one could see it so she knew it would get to him.

"Ahem, yes, and um, unless you want me to embarrass myself in front of the cameras you'll behave," he said, tugging on his collar.

She grinned and gave his rump a pat. "Later, dear," she said wickedly as she disengaged. "Go mingle. We'll do that thing … later," she said with a grin over her shoulder.

"Um, yeah, right," he murmured, feeling his cheeks heat. She was a lot more playful as of late, something he enjoyed. Wait, did she say this weekend? He frowned in thought and brought up his schedule. Yeah, he'd invited the admiral down to spend some downtime. Well, if the admiral did come, he was going to be in for more than he bargained for.

Hopefully it wouldn't put John off he thought as he joined in the mingling. Social events were the few parts of politics his wife thoroughly enjoyed. He had one more week in the senate, a crushing one before they were out for a six-month recess.

He wasn't looking forward to the crazy week ahead, but he was certainly looking forward to the time off.

And maybe they could check some of her wicked ideas off while they were at it he thought with a brief smile.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Mason Ramichov looked out across the bay through the windows. A storm was raging outside, and one within apparently. More and more of his fellow prisoners had given in and had started to actively collaborate with the Feds to end the war. They of course had just disappeared though, so he could only speculate about it.

That was the general theory against the holdouts at any rate. Some recognized how a few had leaned to one side or had spoken out of turn. Of course, if you offered violence you disappeared as well.

He wasn't sure why everyone was being kept alive. He could see himself; he was a high-value prisoner. But some of the others? He wasn't so sure.

When the scuttlebutt started that entire ships of civilians had been caught in Finagle and were en route to Antigua, he had been surprised. He had been even more surprised when ONI agents had come in and notified a few of the prisoners that they had family coming or that there had been a death.

Was that why they were turning their coats so readily? Or just the time they'd been in prison? It might be a country club, but he knew it was a prison. There might not be any bars but the ocean beyond was enough of a deterrent to escape. The few that had tried had never been seen again.

What was he going to do if Horath fell as they were expecting it to? More importantly, what were they planning to do with him?

Maybe it was time he started to look out for number one he thought.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

“Thanks for having me,” Admiral Irons murmured. He'd agreed to a weekend on the ground at the Randall family retreat. He'd needed the time off from the pressure of the job. He hadn't expected it to be so … lively.

He was pretty sure Sandra hadn't warned him deliberately for fear of scaring him off.

“Thanks for coming,” Sandra said with an indulgent smile. “And putting up with the thundering herd,” she said, nodding her chin to the group of kids running around.

“I remember the three. I could have sworn there were three. I guess they fissioned in hyperspace?” Admiral Irons joked.

Sandra snorted as her husband handed her a wine glass. “You'd think that but no. The little ones are cousins we got roped into taking for the weekend. This is a tradeoff for going to the Libertas ceremony,” she explained. The admiral nodded in understanding. “Their parents are getting some time off, and they get to play before it gets too cold. The older kids are being indulgent,” she said, eyes twinkling as she took a sip from her glass. The kids tore off, playing a loud game of tag hide and go seek.

Her husband smiled. “Yeah, here I was thinking I was going to get some nice quiet downtime with the family while the Senate was out of session! Boy was I wrong,” he said, handing Admiral Irons a beer.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” the admiral said as he took the beer bottle.

“Yeah, I know. I'm trying.” Jeff let out a toot and then apologized. One of the girls came over. “Daddy,” she scolded, waggling a finger at him.

“What? I said I was sorry,” he grumbled, looking at her cross-eyed. When she put her hands on her hips and gave him a dirty look, he took a mock swipe at her and she smirked and then took off.

Admiral Irons chuckled softly. He chuckled slightly more at Sandra's dirty look to her husband. Jeff merely smiled at her so she rolled her eyes.

“What?” Sandra asked, lazing back on the outdoor sofa as she turned to Admiral Irons.

“Nothing,” he said, taking a seat next to Jeff.

“No, there is something there, I can tell. A memory,” she accused. “Out with it,” she said, pointing a finger at him and waggling it just like her daughter had a moment ago.

“Well,” he frowned thoughtfully. “It's hard to talk about my past. But there was this one time I came home from deployment and my daughter who was four was into cowgirl stuff and piggyback rides.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, her mother indulged her with the whole outfit and everything,” he said, shaking his head. “She even had PJs and a hat which were adorable.”

“I'll bet,” Sandra said with a fond smile.

“Anyway,” he shrugged. “She bullied me into laying down so she could mount up. She was a lil thing as they like to say. She got on and bounced and well, I lit one off. A big loud long one.”

“You didn't!” Sandra said, playing along.

“Oh yeah,” Admiral Irons said, holding his hands up in surrender. “In my defense I'd had a breakfast bean and egg burrito and a meatball sub for lunch. So I was primed. Like it or not it was coming out.”

Jeff snorted.

“Anyway, she lit off screaming bloody murder like her hair was on fire out of the room. Her mother was laughingly scolding me from her chair, and I was laughing when the little minx came back with one arm over her mouth spraying air freshener in front of her like a madwoman.” He pantomimed her doing it. Sandra and Jeff chuckled.

“I ducked when she attacked me, and she plopped down, pouncing on my back. She dug her tiny knees into my back and proceeded to spray my rump thoroughly.” Jeff hooted, slapping his knee in laughter as Sandra chortled.

“I think her mother fell out of her chair; she was hooting and laughing pretty hard.” He shook his head with a smile on his face.

Sandra covered her mouth as she laughed.

“My butt was wet!” the admiral said, wrinkling his nose in memory. “Her mother rescued me by taking the can away. She was laughing so hard tears were streaming out of her eyes. She swore it was the stink, but I knew better,” the admiral said with a shake of his head.

There was a long silence. He took a few pulls of beer. “Anyway, that's what came to mind when I saw Jeff get his comeuppance for a perfectly natural event,” he said.

“Better out than in. And at least I didn't do it in public,” Jeff said. He shook his head. “You should see them if I burp!” He shook his fist at his grinning wife. “She taught her faithful minion that. Not fair.”

Sandra's eyes brimmed with mischief. “Serves you right.”

“Sure it does,” he mocked.

“You don't talk about your family much, John,” Sandra said softly, turning to the admiral. “Why is that?”

“There are a lot of reasons. There is a lot of pain there,” he said slowly. “I can parse out the good from the bad over time, but for the most part, I try to put it all in the back of my mind and focus on the job at hand,” he said carefully.

“The time loss?” Sandra asked sympathetically.

“Not just that. A lot of trauma and drama. And with my two eldest, pain of different sorts. In her case it was what we went through when she was older and then what happened to her.”

“I'm sorry if we're prying too deep,” Jeff said, giving his wife a warning look.

The admiral shrugged. “Most of what happened to her is public anyway,” he said, hunching over his beer. “You already know it.”

“We do?”

“I sometimes feel like what some of the family of famous infamous people went through. People who had to watch someone they love do terrible things. In her case it wasn't her fault. I know that. She was a victim.”

“Okay, now I'm curious,” Sandra said.

“You mean you weren't before?” her husband accused. She waved him to silence.

Admiral Irons sighed. “When she was twelve?” he cocked his head. “Right around there, she got sick. They accessed my family medical history, but it didn't make sense. See, her mother is a navy wife. She had a thing for the EEC, but she went after me because I was there more often. EEC usually meant they were gone for four or more years and sometimes decades. I could be deployed for a year or more but then I was off.”

Jeff nodded.

“That was when I found out she'd had an affair. She'd told me that she'd used my sperm. Turns out she lied. She had continued the affair with an EEC captain who came into port when I was away.”

“Oh. John, I'm sorry.”

The admiral shrugged. “Old scar tissue at this point. Long story short, we blew up, divorced; she married him, and poisoned our daughter against me to the point where she took his name. Not that I couldn't blame her, she was his biologically,” his face worked in pain. He took a pull of beer and then swallowed. “She had been interested in a naval career, but she followed in his footsteps."

He grimaced but didn't bother to mention that when his ex had broken up and had tried to come back to him, he'd already moved on. That had further poisoned her daughter from him. "You know her by his surname, the one she took for herself, Captain Takao,” he said in a leaden voice.

His sad eyes met theirs. Sandra didn't catch the reference, but her husband had spent some time reading history books and picked up on it. He sucked in a breath. “Shit, John, I'm so sorry,” he said in a rush.

“Takao …,” Sandra parsed it out and then her eyes widened when she caught on. “Oh, John …,” she reached out and squeezed his knee in support.

“Yeah. People hate her for good reason, but she was a victim. Trying to explain that though …," he shook his head. "Anyway, that's a couple of reasons I shy away from that subject. Don't get me started on my other two kids,” the admiral said, eyes looking up to the stars above as he tried to relax and put the matter out of his mind.

After a minute or two Sandra changed the subject to something safe and neutral and he began to relax again.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Sandra brushed her hair out before bed, but her husband could tell she was still upset. He reached around her and hugged her, nuzzling her hair.

"To have to live like that with that sort of burden," she murmured, half sobbing.

"I know. The pain must go deep but he keeps moving. He keeps pushing through it and doing his duty," Jeff murmured, rubbing her back.

"I know."

"I think … I think remembering the good parts helped a little. And talking about it should help," Jeff said. "And I'm glad he opened up to us."

Sandra looked up to him. "You aren't going to use that against him, are you?"

"No," he said instantly. "I've had a taste of his job. I'm content where I am. When he's ready to step down, I'll hopefully be able to step in his shoes. Whatever happens though, I'll be there, as his friend."

"Me too," she murmured. "We owe him that much," she said ever so softly as her husband leaned around her to kiss her gently.
  


 



Chapter 51
 

Antigua

Vice President Randall was intensely grateful as he gaveled out the Senate session for six months. It had been a hectic week as advertised; they'd worked some twenty-four-hour shifts to cram everything in on the agenda. The votes had been a nightmare to get through, but they'd gotten through it. He listened to the applause and smiled. He wished he was going with Senator Merkoski's group, but he would rather spend time on Antigua with his family.

Once the kids were in college, he'd grab Sandra and head out on a few trips. Hopefully, one of them would lead them to see some incredible things. He was looking forward to seeing her face when she saw some of the things he knew about.

If that was allowed. He needed to talk to John about getting her the proper security clearances.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Rear Admiral Draven shook his head to himself as he strode through the halls of SpecOps command. He technically should be in command of the facility as ranking officer, but Admiral Irons had made it clear the leader would also be the leader of the cadre, the newly-promoted General Lyons.

Sometimes he wondered if the general had gotten his first star because of his arrival on the scene. Not that it did a lot, he still ranked the general by a full star plus time in grade.

"You can go right in, sir," the yeoman at the door said, indicating the door.

He put his hand on the door knob but used his free hand to rap gently, then turned the knob and entered.

He came over to the desk as General Lyons rose. He waved the general back down. "Walter, what can I do for you?"

"I need clearance to go to Agnosta."

"To join the SEALs there?" Joshua asked, cocking his head. "Of course you have my blessings," he said with a shrug. "Mars, draw up the paperwork."

"Yes, sir."

"Actually, I want a bit more than that. I don't want to assume command yet. I decided I need more training," the admiral said, finding it a bit hard to say despite rehearsing it. "I want to go through BUDs."

Joshua stared at him in surprise. He'd heard scuttlebutt that the admiral was having a bit of a problem around the base. There was an undercurrent of resentment. He'd initially thought it was due to the admiral's birth world, but he'd found out differently over some beers.

"Are you sure about this?" he asked slowly as he noted Mars alter the paperwork forms. "You can do it of course but really?"

"Yes. I realize now I should have done that. I haven't earned this trident," the admiral said, looking at the trident on his uniform. "I thought I was aware of the traditions and was living up to them, but I see the thinly-veiled contempt in some of the SEALs. They think of me as a piker."

"You might not have trained with them but you are a superior officer," the general stated flatly.

"Oh, they are respectful of my rank. That's not the problem. But I need to do this. I need to prove it to them and to myself that I can hang."

"BUDs or the full course?"

"Well, given that I've got implants I'm going to see if I can handle both. Is there going to be a problem?"

"I don't think so," the general said slowly. "You have a replacement lined up?"

Admiral Draven snorted. "The same one I replaced. He can handle the job until I return."

"Remember, BUDs trains mental too. How to handle failure, how to not quit. That's one of the biggest things, to train for mental toughness. It is grueling. Hypothermia is no joke. Even with a full implant package, you'll still be in for a rough ride. The antigeriatric treatment will let you hang with the kiddies, but still, it's not easy. And you can't pull rank in BUDs. The trainers will be respectful, everyone will, but your rank is set aside, and you are just another trainee who has to suck it up."

The admiral grimaced but nodded. He'd thought he'd been fit until he'd watched a normal PT training for a SEAL team. The flutter kicks alone had been grueling when he'd tried it.

"I can pass the PST." That had taken a couple of weeks to work out. He needed to keep working at it too. The Physical Screening Test was tough. He'd spent entirely too much time doing paperwork over field work. It did feel good to be back in trim though.

"The minimums aren't enough. Shoot for better, trust me," Joshua warned. The admiral nodded.

"They train you so you won't quit no matter what is thrown at you. There is a 20 percent graduation rate now. You'll have a flag officer's implants, so it makes it much easier for you than the rest of your team. Full tactical after BUDs is even tougher. The SEALs have a saying, the only easy day was yesterday. Get used to it."

"I know it."

"You'll learn the true meaning of it when you go," the general said as he stood and held out his hand. "Good luck, Admiral."

"Thank you," the admiral said as he took the hand and shook it. Once they broke the handshake, he took his trident off and pocketed it. "I want to earn this the proper way."

General Lyon snorted. "Just remember, when they pin it on to you, they punch it on, literally driving the pin into your shoulder. I heard they have to pry it out later."

The admiral stared at him and then winced. "Well, I hope to earn it the proper way, so I'll stick to tradition."

"Good to know. As I said, good luck, sir."

The admiral nodded. He left quietly. Once he did the general slowly sank into his seat once more. "You're going to need it," he murmured. Mars nodded silently on his HUD.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Tau-1252

“Admiral, incoming call,” Boni said abruptly, breaking Shelby out of her concentration on a file she'd been reading. They were making headway on expanding the base and adding a small dedicated training center with an Academy and flight center. Not without some hiccups along the way though.

“What?” she asked, looking up and scrubbing her face. “Who?”

“Connecting you to the ansible now,” Boni stated. “Admiral Irons, Admiral Logan is now on the line,” she said as the familiar holographic image of Admiral Irons appeared.

“Admiral!” Shelby said, eyes wide in surprise. “It's nice to see you!”

“I don't have a lot of time, Shelby,” the admiral stated.

“Sorry, sir. What can I do for you?”

“You can explain this Pons pardon you requested.”

“I actually hadn't gotten that far, sir,” she said. “But I did drop a hint about it when no one would get back to me about her situation. She's in limbo, and I'd like the issue resolved.”

“You want to pardon a pirate?”

“A pirate who has turned over a new leaf and has been actively helping us. She was appalled by the changes to Horath, the xenophobia, the genocide. She genuinely has reformed; all of our tests prove that. She has no problem serving with other species. She's young and has asked for asylum.”

“And you want to set a precedent?”

Shelby nodded but then realized he couldn't see her. “Yes, sir. If we show her as reformed, other pirates might actively help us to end their culture.”

“I see.”

“She can become a civilian or she can join the Federation Navy. If she joins the navy, she will be under a cloud for her entire life. I haven't extended the offer nor have I mentioned asking for a pardon on her behalf.”

“But you are doing it anyway.”

“Yes, sir. I and other officers who have interviewed her see the potential of a good officer. But she will have a long uphill battle ahead of her no matter which way things go. No one is sugar coating that. She'll always have someone suspicious of her motives. But, sir, I see a woman wanting to make amends for her people's misdeeds. I'd like to give her the chance if we can risk it.”

“She got caught up in the wrong crowd, is that your argument?”

“I'm not making excuses for her, sir. She has proven truthful across the board. She wants to redeem herself. According to my experts, she's starting to feel depression and being trapped. I'd like to change the course of her life for the better. Give her a chance to prove herself.”

“I'm not committing to anything, but I will take your recommendations under consideration, Admiral,” Admiral Irons replied.

“Thank you, sir. It is not just mine I'd like to point out. But thank you anyway, sir.”

“I noted Helen's report along with Captain Zu's and the other officers involved. Again, I'll consider it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Antigua out,” the admiral stated. His image winked out after a half second.

Shelby sat back and rocked slightly for a moment.

“Well! That was a surprise,” Boni stated.

“Yeah,” Shelby finally said. “A little warning next time?”

“I didn't get much on my end, ma'am. Lieutenant Enki let me know Captain Sprite had put the call through a half second before I told you.”

“Oh.” Shelby snorted. “Well, I suppose we all serve at the pleasure of the president.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Shelby didn't say anything for a few moments.

“I'm curious how this will turn out. It might be more of a political headache on his end though. But showing pirates mercy, especially those who cooperate and who are willing to help us fight their own kind … it does bode slightly better for them, doesn't it?” Boni asked.

Shelby shook herself. “It might. We'll see what the future brings.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Irons stared out at the view. White Station was facing the planet. He could get any scene he wanted but at the moment the planet below would suffice.

He wuffed a sigh. He had a lot on his mind all of a sudden. It boiled down to a woman. Typical, he thought with a mental snort.

Actually, no, take that back, two women. Ensign Pons might be the root of the problem, but Shelby was the one who'd brought her case to his attention. Wrestling with it had taken a bit out of him, driving him to distraction.

He'd delved into her history in depth. She was young, in her twenty's. She was human female but not from Horath, which said something about her. She hadn't grown up as a pirate. She'd been taken with her mother at a young age. She'd lucked out in having a pirate father who had been more interested in indoctrinating her than raping and selling her. She'd found her way into the pirate chain of command throughout the pitfalls there. She'd even survived one round in the ring to prove herself.

She wasn't an angel. She'd fully admitted that. But she had owned up to her mistakes and had been appalled by what the Horathains were doing.

She hadn't asked for the pardon; Shelby had asked for it. According to ONI, the girl's vital signs showed genuine remorse, guilt, and a willingness to be as truthful and helpful as possible.

Not only that, but Shelby had asked to promote her. He had to wonder about that. He knew she was hard up for recruits but still. She was right to point out that the young woman's talents would be wasted in civilian life, if she lived long, which was very much in doubt.

But still, recruiting a pirate? He scratched at his chin. Something didn't feel right about it.

Well, there was one person he could contact about the pardon. Probably should, he thought. "Protector, set up a consult with TJAG."

"Now or …"

"Within the next day or so."

"Physical or virtual?"

"Virtual works if she's not here."

"In regards to the Pons situation?"

"Yes. I probably should consult the AG too."

"Should I bring D'red into this?"

"Yes," the admiral said after a moment of thought.

"Does tomorrow morning work for you, sir? I can slot you in for a half hour. It will have to be a virtual chat with the AG of course."

"Works," the admiral said, settling himself.

"You have another meeting in five minutes, sir."

"Understood. Give me the thumbnail sketch for prep …"

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The following morning Admiral Irons debated the Pons pardon with the Delquir TJAG and D'red.

"I have to admit, her willingness to help and her contrition are marks in her favor," the TJAG stated. "And, although caught in service of pirates on a pirate vessel, she didn't participate in acts of piracy. She also surrendered her command."

"And she's been very helpful with us in regards to the plagues?" D'red asked. He wasn't fully aware of the case, but he was scanning it into memory. "She has been helpful I see."

"Yes. The plagues appalled her and were the tipping point from her being a prisoner to an active witness for our benefit. Not just in stopping the spread of the plagues but in stopping piracy in the area in general."

"She is also not Horathian. She was not brought up in the culture of xenophobia and hatred to other species. Hence her reaction to the plagues," the TJAG pointed out. "She still retains a conscience even though she was taken in at a young age."

"Which I'll point out was not of her own violation. She had been indoctrinated. Can the programming be removed?"

"I think it has been to some degree," the TJAG stated. "I see her on a path to redemption. Her time in the brig should be credited to her. I noted she was never tried for any crimes, yet you wish to pardon her?"

"Actually, Admiral Logan does," Admiral Irons stated flatly.

"And you have trouble with this?" D'red asked.

"The pardon, somewhat. The next part very much so," Admiral Irons stated.

"Oh?"

"She doesn't want to just pardon the young woman. She wants to recruit her as a possible noncom or officer in the Federation navy," Admiral Irons stated.

The others were silent for a moment.

"That's a bit above my head. I can do a search on case law," D'red said slowly. He turned to look at the hologram of the TJAG. "But I believe that is more your field than my own."

"I can have my staff and A.I. look up relevant case law. Ah, I see," Admiral Soar and Strike stated. "According to my A.I., there have been thousands of cases of recruiting a person with a questionable background into the military. The most recent cases all involve some of the recruits in Pyrax."

"Oh?"

"Several recruits had questionable backgrounds but were recruited anyway. Most notable are General Forth and Warrant McClintock."

Admiral Irons grimaced.

"I'd like some time to consider this carefully before ruling on it. As to the pardon, Admiral, I believe it is in the best interest of the future to allow it to proceed," the Delquir stated.

Admiral Irons raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

"I see it as a healing path for redemption for those worthy of it. She could serve as an example to not only our people but to her own as well should her case be advertised. Just knowing that there can be a path forward might break the will of some of the stubborn individuals and prevent further bloodshed in some cases. It is also a path for eventual reconciliation with a future Horathian generation … if there was going to be one. The jury was still out there."

Admiral Irons turned to D'red. The Veraxin signaled first-degree agreement.

"Very well, that part is settled. Can you give me an answer by the end of the week?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. I think we're finished here then. Thank you two for your time."

"Anytime, sir," both bugs murmured before their images winked out.
  


 



Chapter 52
 

Classified Star System

Enough of the Senate and House leadership had been briefed on the gate project for them to insist on a fact-finding tour by twelve junior members, six from each house. The delegation traveled to see it on a general fact-finding tour of the area. They were diverted while in transit.

Senator Merkoski had found out offhand from a discussion at the captain's table at dinner one evening that Admiral Irons had set up the project under the guise of exploring potential mining worlds near Antigua several years ago.

The delegation had a tight timeline. Congress was not in session, but they had to be back before it gaveled in. Many of them were not happy about being stuck in the close confines of the ship even if it was very fast. They were even less happy that their families and staff who had chosen to go with them were all in stasis.

The stated reason was for life support concerns. The real reason was security.

Near the end of the trip Senator Mayfair mused about being worried about being “disappeared” since they were such an inconvenience to the administration. Everyone knew that she and Admiral Irons had something of a history. Senator Merkoski shot that down with a shake of his head. "Irons is a straight shooter. Unless something actually happens to our ship, we've got no reason to worry about that nonsense."

"Says you."

"Yes, says you. Besides, we're guests, what do you propose we do about it?" Senator Merkoski shook his head. "Even if we knew it was coming, we couldn't do a damn thing about it to stop it, right? So, whatever happens, and I prefer to take the light side, we go with it."

"Roll with the punches."

"If there are any."

"I think Cheyenne will take her paranoia and cynicism to the grave."

"Hey, give me some credit; if you are in our line of work, you make real enemies. Paranoia is a survival trait."

"True. But we don't have to get carried away with it."

"Maybe."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"They are through the security check point and en route to the station, sir. ETA two days," the station's A.I. Lieutenant Genghis stated.

"Very well," Captain Senior Grade Xiaoling Zheng replied as he looked up from the report on his blotter. He was not thrilled about hosting high-level brass. He'd thought that the first brass he'd see would be Admiral Irons himself. Apparently, that wasn't the case, the admiral was too high level to nip away from the capital these days.

He had thought he would have been building ships or hell, even shipyards and forts. Apparently not. He'd taken the Spacebee course, but it hadn't been challenging. Apparently, the brass in the form of Captain Sprite and Admiral Irons had taken note of that and had assigned him this little task.

Which was fun. It had no end of challenges and frustrations, but it was definitely not boring. Not in the slightest now that the pace was picking up.

"Great, here we go, our very own and very first dog and pony show," he said, letting out a long suffering sigh. They'd spent the past week shining up the silverware and even fabricating better VIP quarters and gear.

"I know. They aren't going to be happy about this. From what I've heard, they are not thrilled by the diversion of resources and are looking for a way to stick a knife in the admiral's back."

"Well, let's hope I don't give them one."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Since their ship was not scheduled to be in the star system long, the delegation boarded a shuttle to cross the void to the space station. When they boarded Captain Zheng and his senior staff were on hand in their formal uniforms to greet them.

He shook hands or indicated greetings to each senator and delegate during the introductions. Fortunately, there was just the twelve in the highly classified visit; their staff were in stasis on the ship. "My staff can attend to your luggage, though I understand you won't have long to settle in."

"In again, out again, Finnegan," one of the senators quipped.

"Exactly, sir. So, if you'd like to refresh yourselves …?"

Senator Merkoski looked at his fellows and then back to the captain. "I think we've all gotten tired of staring at cabin walls, Captain. Why don't we begin the tour now?"

"Very well, sir. An overview perhaps or would you like to get on a shuttle to see something specific?"

Senator Alicia Potts groaned. "Not another shuttle ride!" she protested.

Senator Merkoski turned to her and then back to the captain. "What my learned colleague would prefer to say is that she's got travel fatigue. Perhaps an overview? We haven't seen much of this place, and we barely know where to start."

"Very well, sir. We have a conference room for you, this way please?" The captain said, indicating the direction they were to go with a sweep of his hands.

Once they were settled in with refreshments, the captain took one end of the table and began the show. The lights dimmed as the holographic projects came online. Video screens behind him and around the room came to life with images of the star system and specific images of infrastructure.

"First up, we have an ansible platform in the star system of course, so you can get news updates and communicate with your staff. You can get updates but can't transmit since you are supposed to be in transit to your next port of call." A few of the senators nodded. "For obvious reasons the transmissions will not have a header, and they will be monitored by Lieutenant Enki and ONI for security reasons. They will be delayed being sent to their intended recipients until you reach your next port of call," the captain stated.

"Well, it's good to know we're not completely out in the dark here," Senator Potts stated, looking at her colleagues.

"No. I will warn you that you'll take a more roundabout route back to your tour to disguise exactly where this place is. For the time being, no one needs to know our location or that we even exist."

"Ah."

"So, do you want the tour in a shuttle or …?"

"Let's start with the overview again. We can look later. We're here twenty-four hours, correct?"

"Yes, Senator."

"All right, lay it on us, Captain," the senator said, taking a seat.

"Very well, sir. The project started with a seed industry, a mostly automated industrial plant on two of the planets in the star system. Each industrial plant is set to grow exponentially. That is, the first, second, and third generation build Dyson Sphere solar satellites factories and supporting industry. The fourth generation and so on makes the actual solar satellites. Tugs then move them out to the star."

"So … that means what exactly?"

"It means we've got some plants that are making plants to make solar satellites, and some that are making the actual satellites. It took a small investment in power and industry to get it started. Once started the process is mostly self-sustaining."

"Mostly self-sustaining?"

"Yes. It was set up that way by design. We oversee the work and intervene when necessary. We have teams running regular inspections."

"So how much did this phase cost again?"

"I don't have the hard numbers offhand. I know we're well under budget."

"Under budget?" the senator asked in disbelief.

"Yes, Senator. The actual cost is the industrial ship, support ship, escort, the crew, and the initial plant. After that it is just maintenance and the cost of payroll and supplies for the crew."

Senator Mayfair scowled. "Wait, what about startup power? And the power to run the thing? It's got to take a lot, right?"

"It's a solar panel factory," Senator Merkoski said tolerantly.

She blinked and then felt her cheeks heat slightly in embarrassment. "Oh, okay, stupid question."

"No, you aren't wrong, sir," Captain Zheng stated. All eyes turned to him. "Initially, there were only a few solar panels, enough to supplement the fusion reactor we had on site. But once we started producing solar panel satellite farms, we could put the reactor on standby. Eventually we shifted it to emergency use only."

"Ah."

"Eventually it and some of our other equipment will be shifted out to be refurbished and reused in other projects."

"And the tugs? Tell us about them?"

"The support ship brought them. They are telepresence or fully automated. They pick the folded satellites up and move them to their designated orbits around the star and then release them. The satellites unfurl their solar panels and then begin to collect and beam energy to the collection grid."

"Ah."

"As you can see, we have more than one Dyson Sphere under construction," Ghengis stated, showing them a hologram of the three stars. "There are three stars in the system. We're going to need them all eventually since we're planning to have three gates here. As a smart A.I. I'll be running the traffic as well as Gateway station for a while before another A.I. is required."

"Three? Did I just hear you correctly? Did you say three gates? I thought there was just the one?" Senator Mayfair demanded.

"Yes Senator. One to Tau, one to Pi, and one to Sigma."

"Ah. Okay, continue."

"Once we had surplus power, we moved into phase two. Additional support vessels arrived with antimatter production facilities built in Pyrax and Antigua. Those were set up, and we're now producing antimatter."

"Antimatter?"

"For everything. We're exporting it too now. That just started this quarter."

"For the war effort."

"Yes, for the time being I'm afraid so," Captain Zheng replied as he nodded slightly for the A.I. to continue.

Ghengis nodded back. "For phase three factory ships came as did other freighters. They built the factories that are building the gate components. As you can see, we've got multiple gates being built at the same time," he stated proudly, showing them images and holograms of the projects.

They studied the holograms and images for a few minutes. It was clear they were just starting but were well on their way to build the gates.

"How much did this take? I mean industrial wise," a congressman asked slowly.

Captain Zheng grimaced internally. That was a loaded question, and he was pretty sure they weren't going to like the answer. "Half of our mobile industrial capacity was diverted to this project."

"Half!" Senator Mayfair protested instantly, aghast. She wasn't the only one.

"Yes, Senator, half. Now that we've got the industry built here, we've begun moving the factory ships out to work on the defenses for phase four, and then we will release them to leave the star system for other projects in the Federation. Obviously, everyone is tight lipped about this."

"I'll say. This is the first we've heard of this."

Captain Zheng cracked a smile and nodded to his A.I. "That's good then. Security held tight. Awesome."

"So, where are these gates going to go again? Sorry, I missed that part," Senator Potts said when another senator gave her a dirty look for not paying attention.

"The gates will remain here. It's actually better if they remain on the outskirts of the solar system, less gravitational interactions to deal with. But it is a security concern since anyone can jump in. That's why we're pushing security. It's also why we have massive beam systems to beam power from the Dsyon Sphere to the gates."

They nodded.

"One gate will eventually connect to Pi sector, another to Tau, and so on as we expand into other sectors. Once they are setup, we can move forces, personnel, or goods almost instantly, bypassing the long transit times between sectors."

"I gathered that," Senator Merkoski said dryly.

"And this is to be kept classified?" Senator V's'k'll asked.

"For the moment yes. Once it is complete and the defenses are set, the government will be able to open it to the public."

"Open it to the public?" a congressman asked. "Why?"

"The existence of the project will be declassified. It was never intended to remain secret forever, nor the ones in neighboring sectors," Captain Zheng stated. "Full briefings and tours for the public will be held. Congress," he motioned to the team of senators and delegates, "will be able to set transit fees for civilian traffic as they see fit. Civilian traffic will be prioritized behind fleet and government transits of course."

"Transit fees?" Senator V's'k'll asked, perking up at that news. He had read about that as an alternative form to taxation. "What sort of fees are we talking? This is going to cost us more money?" The captain shook his head and made a hand motion with both hands to show the reverse was true. "Oh, they'll pay us fees?" The captain nodded. "This is costing a fortune I assume. Is that a way to recoup that investment?"

"Yes, Senator. I'm not well versed on the financial side, but you'll be able to set transit fees for shipping at whatever level you desire. By the gross ton, per passenger, whatever. So, you can charge for a ship to go to Tau or from there to here." He cocked his head. "I'm accessing my implants. There are some historical references."

"Wait, so, we can send ships instantly to another sector. There will be no long convoys?" A congressman asked carefully. "We'll save on that?"

"Exactly, sir. That will reduce the costs significantly. The military and by extension the government will recoup the initial startup investment just from those savings alone. You'll also be able to dispatch forces or extend your oversight into other sectors. Senators and delegates from other sectors will be able to transit to and from home and the capital faster."

"So, we can what, move people and goods around more efficiently? Is that his ultimate goal?"

"Exactly. Goods from, let's say, Protodon can come here in a freighter and go to somewhere in Pi. They will come out at the gate there and then the ship can move to its eventual destination and offload her cargo. Cargo, let's say a cargo of exotic wood can be shipped from Delos in Tau to the gate then to here and to somewhere else. Or, hospital ships and medical supplies to the other sectors that need them. I believe that the pirates are intentionally spreading plagues? When time is of the essence, a gate is a sure fire time saver."

Senator Merkoski nodded, eyes gleaming. "This definitely bears thinking about. Can you send me those historical references?"

"Of course, Senator. Anything you need. Those aren't classified."

"I'm glad something isn't," the senator grumbled.

"What gets me is he diverted all this funding and industry while we're at war. Those reversals we faced …," Senator Mayfair turned to address her colleagues. "Reckless, very reckless," she said with a theatrical shake of her head for emphasis.

"Classified," Senator Potts scoffed.

"Not everything will need to be classified forever," Senator Merkoski stated. "And the fringe benefits are something we need to consider carefully," he said, shooting a meaningful look to some of his allies.

"Lunch isn't either, sir. If you folks will come this way, we can get your orders and get you fed," Ghengis stated after detecting the sound of a stomach rumbling.

"That might help with some tempers," Senator Potts quipped.

"I'm still in awe that Irons did all this. And my question is why? Why take all this on while we're fighting for our lives with the damn pirates? The man needs to get his priorities straight!"

The captain hesitated. "Yes? You have something to say, Captain?"

"It isn't my place, Senator. But I can say that most of this is only recent. The Dyson Sphere was the first step. The rest is exponential expansion from the initial seed. It had only minimal impact on the war effort. In fact, the antimatter we're producing now is being exported back to the capital. So that is an early return on investment. Those facilities will shut down when the gates start up, but it's a start."

"Ah. I need to go over your books."

"Yes, sir." Captain Zheng grimaced then took the plunge. "Sir, we only started this project from scratch four years ago," the captain replied, "after contacting Bek and we were winning the offense."

"Four years …," the delegation stared at him. "Are you serious? You did all this in that short a time period?"

"Yes, Senator," the captain said. "I thought you saw that."

"I must have missed it. They had a lot of redacted parts and classified labels," the senator grumbled.

"I don't think the start date would be redacted. I don't see why," the captain frowned.

The senator waved a hand. "It may not have been. I'm being facetious."

"Oh."

"I think we'll take that lunch, Captain. And I think we'll make it a working lunch," Senator Merkoski stated.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Okay, this situation well and truly sucks," Senator Mayfair said sourly as she crossed her arms in the ship the following day. They were on their way back to the jump point after a hectic twenty-four hours. They had only been able to see the high points of the gateway station and the assembly centers in easy transit of their shuttle.

"How is that? I thought they gave a good explanation as to how the Xenos can't tap in. Given that the Xenos would have to know about this first, it makes perfect sense," Senator Potts argued. "They showed us all of the new bells and whistles to shut it down."

"Not that! Us! We know this, and we can't use it to our own advantage!" Senator Merkoski growled. The other senator just looked at him. He rolled his eyes. "We can't debate the transit fees for one, not in congress! Not now! That means we can't earmark them for our own purposes!"

Senator Potts nodded. "No, not now, but later we can."

"Exactly. Later. We can't leak this or use it to our advantage for leverage. This has been established to the point it's self-sufficient. We can't stop it. We can't sue to stop it without the implants shutting us down!" Senator Mayfair said, clearly aggrieved by that concept.

"Point …"

"We can't use it to our advantage by quietly alerting our constituents or supporters either!" Senator Merkoski said in exasperation. "We can't quietly point them to build infrastructure with an eye towards this without getting our hands slapped," he said sourly.

Senator V's'k'll caught on and signaled first-degree assent. The windfall was expected to be huge. It would change the market and economy over night. Major industrial concerns had been trying to find a better way to exploit untapped markets. Well, the gates were the portal to do so. "That's certainly true. We can't let the merchant houses quietly know. And we can't stop the investments or take advantage of those who will lose from them once this is announced," he said sourly.

"Exactly!"

"Well played, Irons, well played," Senator Potts murmured in amused respect.
  


 



Chapter 53
 

In hyperspace

Captain Sung stroked the girl in his cabin gently. She was a beauty, a slave brought in some time ago. Technically, he shouldn't have her in battlefleet anymore, but he'd refused to give her up. He'd turned it into something of a game, hiding her whenever there was an inspection. He'd even bribed a few people to get her on and off the ship while in port. Of course he had to bundle the girl up to do it, but she fit quite nicely in a suitcase since she was so tiny. And she knew better to complain. That was what he liked about her. She had a nice whimper but was smart enough to never say no or complain.

He really should do the rounds on the ship. His light cruiser Blanco had been detailed with a difficult mission to jump out and scout H001 ahead of the fleet. He wasn't looking forward to it but had taken steps to make sure his ship came out well away from the established jump zone. In fact, they should be altering course soon.

He frowned. He was tempted to reach over the girl's bound form to check the ship's status, but his hand instead wandered to her neck and breasts once more. "Ready for another round, my pretty?" he asked just as all things came to an abrupt end in an instant.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Knowles frowned thoughtfully as he considered what was about to happen. His ships were cycling down through the octaves to the lowest one of alpha band. They were two days out from H001. They would remain on the cusp of dropping out of hyper until Blanco returned after scouting the star system. There was no way, no way in hell he was going to drop out of hyper until he knew what was on the other side of the hyper wall waiting for him.

He checked the status of Nemesis and then nodded. Everything was five by five as it should be. That was good, no problems or unforeseen engineering issues.

They'd had their fair share of them on the trip, but fortunately, the fleet hadn't had any major ones. The last minute part supply from El Dorado had helped a lot in that regard. He even had a shipment of modern missiles in his capital ships. Unfortunately, the brass hadn't thought to order modern fighter ordinance or other munitions. It would have been nice to have had modern counter missiles to go with his offensive punch.

But, beggars couldn't be choosers. At this point he'd take what he could get.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Johnson had just finished breakfast and was on a leisurely stroll around his ship when something happened. One moment everything was normal, and the next his ship was, for a brief instant, a nightmare before his life was snuffed out once and for all along with his crew.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"Sir, something happened to Hachiman," a female sensor tech reported, breaking through the admiral's train of thought.

Hachiman was a new Imperial class super dreadnought named for the Japanese god of war. She had recently been completed four months ago, and this was her maiden hyperspace voyage.

Much like many of the ships in his fleet the admiral thought as he strode over to the sensor section.

"Define what sort of something," the admiral said, turning to the sensor tech.

"I don't know, sir. She was there and then there was some sort of odd translation and she's gone."

"Gone?"

"Play it back," the staff navigational officer ordered, coming over to them. They watched the recording several times. Their hyper sensors weren't up to Federation grade so it took some enhancement. "It looks like her bow went up and then she just jumped." The commander shook his head. "I don't get it."

"Where did she go?" the chief of staff asked. The commander shrugged.

"No clue, sir."

"More importantly, why did she jump? Could it be an engineering issue? One they didn't have time to report?" the admiral demanded.

"Her fields didn't flutter until the end," the sensor tech stated.

"An engineering casualty?" the chief of staff said.

"It's looking more and more that way," the admiral stated heavily. One of the newer capital ships too. That wasn't going to play out well with home. They were on the eve of battle and now this.

"It's almost as if they hit something," the commander murmured, watching the replay in slow motion. "See the ripple in her shield? And how her bow went up?" He overlaid a straight line on her course and then they watched the slow motion replay as the bow pitched up and to one side.

"But there were no mass shadows or strings in her path," the admiral stated. "Right?"

"No, sir. Just very small ones. That's consistent with the Kuiper Belt of any star system. The deeper we go in the more small mass shadows we are going to see." the tech reported. She pointed to a series of small dots on the plot ahead of them and then swore. "There goes another one, sir!" She pointed to a space where another ship had been. "And another! There goes Roosevelt! And Executioner!" she pointed to the two super dreadnaughts and then to a ship near the point, one of the cruisers assigned to screen the force. "What the devil is going on?!? Where are they going??!?"

The admiral looked closer and then swore as a third ship vanished. "Mines! We've entered a minefield! All ships abort course! Translate back up and get the hell out of here!"

Pandemonium immediately broke out as his staff reacted to the news and those orders. Signals went out to the other ships.

Several ships continued to vanish.

The rear ships began to translate upward and away. The admiral started to exhale in relief, but it died when his ship was torn apart.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Each antimatter mine was a one-meter diameter sphere weighing in at roughly one metric ton. They each had a micro hyper-sustainer in them and a dollop of antimatter. Some of the antimatter had come from Pyrax, but a lot had come from the hyper platforms and from other sources.

A Liberty class ship could carry just over four million tons of cargo. Doing the math, they could carry roughly four million mines.

Multiply that by twenty-four ships in each convoy.

It still took a lot of mines to seal each octave of hyperspace. Subspace was vast. Hyperspace folded space but it was still vast. The higher the octave or band and the less mines were needed over a given area.

Each of the mines could communicate with their fellows if they were close enough. Therefore, the network could alert itself to an incoming ship or force and maneuver as needed to intercept them.

They still drifted apart in hyper over time, so fresh mines needed to be added periodically, especially to the lower octaves of alpha band. But, when you knew where your enemy was going to be passing through or coming out at, it became easier to arrange a hemisphere of coverage.

It only took one mine to destroy a ship, any ship. The mine sensed a ship, checked for an IFF, alerted its fellows, and then moved in until its hyper field interacted with the target. It only had to get to within a hundred kilometers of the other ship to be lethal. Then it dumped all of its power into the hyper emitter in a burst that ripped that section of the ship into a higher octave of hyperspace.

But only that part of the ship. Disrupting their hyperfield even just a section of it tore the ship into component atoms that were either distributed in hyperspace or wound up being vomited back into real space somewhere.

The Vengeance Fleet's carriers and fleet train managed to survive and escape the mines, but they were a disordered mess, falling out of contact with each other in their mad scramble to get away. Many of those ships saw no recourse but to turn back to Horath.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Zhen had just had a nice breakfast when word got to him that ships were scrambling and turning around. "What do you mean, something's happening? We just came from there!"

"I don't know, sir! Ships are jumping up or turning back ahead of us! The fleet is breaking up," his bewildered flag captain reported. "What do we do?"

The admiral frowned, but he knew he didn't have long to respond. "Halt our course and come about. We need to get clear. Something has spooked the ships ahead of us, and I'm not sailing fat dumb and happy into whatever is causing it."

"Aye aye, sir. And the fleet?"

"Pass the word for all ships to fall in with us. I'm assuming command until the flagship turns up."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once the collective intelligence network within the mines noted there were no further engagements, they ordered the nearest mines to close the gaps in their coverage.

One mine was dispatched back to real space with a recording of the engagement.
  


 



Chapter 54
 

Horath

The prowler flotilla arrived in a sparkle, timed to arrive all at the same time and all at within a specific window of time on the planet. Each of the thirty-six ships jumped in well outside the solar system. But their synchronized arrival was in an arch around the perimeter of the star system.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

It was a sign of the times that the Rico, Cartwright, and other naval families were on their way out, Rear Admiral Fergie Stuart thought as she took a sip of coffee. She was the night shift officer in charge of Command Fortress 1 at the Finagle jump point.

She'd only had the job a month but was already wondering how long she'd keep it. Rumor had it that the emperor was getting sticky about females in command positions. Despite her bloodline she might find herself beached or shuffled off if a more appropriate male showed up to take her place.

That was what she'd heard at any rate.

Her hands cupped her cup as she idly scanned the logs and readouts. Her relaxed state ended abruptly, and the cup of coffee ended up on the deck as alarms went off. "Many incoming ships! This is not a drill!" A shrill voice said from the overhead.

"Talk to me! I need numbers, people!" an officer barked as the general quarters alarm went off.

"What are we looking at?" she demanded, looking at the plot as a sweep line began to update it. Fresh icons appeared but they were all over the place. It didn't make sense.

Ships around the jump point were clearing for action she knew. "Someone find out if this is a drill!" she barked. The last thing she wanted to do was to shoot at their own ships and waste ammunition.

"No drill!" another voice responded as people rushed to their stations. Some were only half dressed. Her eyes were intent on the plot however.

"There is so many of them! Dozens!" a commander said in despair. "Nothing in range either! They knew where we were."

"That many ships? How can they do that?"

"They are the Federation. At this point I believe they can do damn well whatever they want apparently," Admiral Stuart said as she turned to see the vice admiral approaching with his entourage. Damned if we can stop them she thought to herself in the privacy of her own mind.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Gino Hough flicked his ears in relief as his ship cleared her hyper wake and then cleared for stealth. So far so good, he thought. He waited patiently as the tachyon transceiver warmed up and the reports began to flood in. When the last report came in, he couldn't help but grin; no one had gotten caught or intercepted. The nearest ship was over ten million kilometers out.

The ships that were the furthest out had water dweller helm teams on board. They had taken the most risks to get in as deep as they could. But they'd pulled it off.

"Deploy the drones and pods. Then it's time to hide," he said in anticipation of what was to come.

The pirates weren't going to like it. Not one least little bit he thought with a feral smile.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Horathian navy lacked a tachyon transceiver network so they were limited to light speed transmissions across the star system for most things.

However, Elvira Varbossa had figured out how to flutter mass emitters to send simple coded signals from the pickets to the fortresses and station in orbit of the planet. The signal that got through took three tries but the receivers finally got the message. Omega One, the invasion had begun.

That hit the sleeping Admiralty like a bomb. There was an initial hysterical panic in some of the junior officers, but that was quelled by older and wiser heads. At least in a few cases, in others some of the older and wiser heads were prone to panic as well. The panic settled down when the number of enemy ships were noted and emphasized repeatedly.

"There are too few ships. This is a scouting mission. They want to see what is here," Malwin stated. Word was still spreading through the government. He'd been awake, burning the midnight oil with some of the other staff. He wasn't looking forward to calling the emperor.

Countess Newberry grimaced but nodded in agreement. "Now we know what they'd intended with all of those prowlers Zhen saw," she said.

Malwin glanced at her and then nodded silently in agreement.

"Sir, the palace operator is putting your call through now. They said they are waking the emperor," Malwin's chief of staff stated.

"Oh goody, he's just going to be in an even more spectacular mood," Malwin murmured. The countess just rolled her eyes and mouthed better him than her.

"Thanks," he muttered as he picked up the receiver.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor had just gone to bed and was not amused at being woken. "This had better be good or I'll have your head," he snarled, picking up the phone.

"Sir, the Admiralty is online," the nervous palace phone operator stated. He really should have woken the chief of staff first and let him handle the emperor, but he would have really been up a creek if he'd delayed any longer with his dithering. "Sir, they are here," he said.

"They? Who is they?" the emperor demanded just as there was the sound of a click and Malwin's voice started in.

"Emperor, the Federation has sent a force of thirty-six ships," Malwin stated. "It looks like a pretty powerful and rather thorough scouting force," he stated.

"They dare?!?" the emperor demanded, already fuming. "They dare?!?"

"Yes, sire. We're working on running them down now."

"Work harder and faster."

"Yes, sire. This is already getting out though."

"Damn! I'll address the empire momentarily," the emperor snarled as he tightened his robe. "But get on this situation Malwin or it will be the last frack up you ever oversee!"

"We're doing our best, sire," Malwin said as the emperor hung up.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Like her father, Catherine and Elvira were in bed when they received the news. "This is bad, very bad," Elvira said as the princess's chief of staff briefed them over the speaker phone.

"Damn right it is," Catherine said, thrusting the blankets aside to get to the shower and dressed. Elvira joined her.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough watched the plot as it was continuously populated. That was the great thing about deploying so many pods and drones; they were getting tons of passive data. They had to keep a laser line on each pod for security, but that was fine as long as no one wandered into the line.

He yawned softly. Everyone was on edge and they had every right to be. Just the arrival alone had been a boat load of stress. But it looked like they'd gotten in clean. Within a day they would be gliding through the outer edge of the Horathain's defensive grid.

They were going to do so purely on a ballistic course of course. The process would take a week or more. While they did that, they would be building the most detailed picture of the star system and everything in it to date.

All the while arranging a few … surprises along the way.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Rico was on hand to the virtual conference as the Admiralty shared what they knew after a day of frustration trying to track the intruders. "They are prowlers, we can't see them. They went into stealth and the picket forces lost track of them. They are trying to set up additional search patterns now. But every moment we don't have a solid track the search cone widens," Admiral Post stated, voice flat and professional. He was ever aware that he was on a razor's edge.

"Here is a replay of their arrival," the operations admiral stated, showing them an image of the arrival. The thirty-six ships appeared in a broad hemisphere, none anywhere near the established jump point zone. Some were pretty far inward, halfway around the star system from the jump point.

"I'm betting they have water dweller crews on some of those ships," the countess volunteered. "They'd almost have to if they wanted to get that deep into an unknown star system."

"Unless they have detailed intelligence on us already. Remember, they've been gathering databases and our people for years," Admiral Rico stated.

"I haven't forgotten," the countess retorted. "The databases do not have navigational information this detailed however. Remember Garth? They thoroughly mapped it before attempting that jump with Second Fleet. No, this is something different."

"It doesn't matter," the emperor rumbled. He noted the icons of the nearest ships to each arrival. Malwin was right, the enemy had picked their arrival points very carefully. By the time one of his ships was near enough to pick them up, they were already in stealth. No doubt they were long gone.

"No warning is to go out," the emperor stated. "This is classified," he stated, ordering a suppression of any warning.

"Sire?" Theo asked clearly confused.

"You heard me. The public doesn't know. I don't want to start a panic. We need to run them down quickly and quietly."

"Sire …"

"I said, no warning is to go out. Period. Find them. Kill them."

"Yes, sire."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira took Malwin's call but she just shook her head before his image could open its mouth.

"That bad?" he asked.

"Yes. I can't find them. Space is vast, Admiral; we have no way of running down a ship with an active cloak. Even their stealth is too good for us most times. The best thing we can do, and it's a long shot is to see them if they pass between a light source and the viewer."

Malwin frowned thoughtfully. After a moment he nodded.

"But, if they've got active camo, it won't matter much. They can pass the view right through them. I can look into ways to compare databases but this isn't my specialty, sir," she said apologetically.

"Not your fault Elvira, I know. I was just shooting in the dark. Which is pretty much what our people will end up doing if we can't find the bastards and do something about them."

Elvira nodded. Every moment the enemy had a ship in the star system meant they were amassing tons of precious intelligence data. It was also a morale hit to everyone who knew.

She was pretty sure just about everyone in the military knew by now. So far word hadn't leaked yet though.

"All right, do what you can with what you've got my father taught me. Which is what we'll do. Any ideas on how to handle their intrusion?"

She frowned thoughtfully. "If you could put ships out behind them, you might be able to see inward. I assume Admiral Post has launched every recon drone possible?"

Malwin nodded. "No luck. We can practically walk across the damn things plus the arrays, but we still can't pick up a thing. Neutrinos are out too."

She shook her head. "They've got heavy stealth shielding around their power plants, no doubt standard on all prowlers. How are they communicating?"

The admiral frowned. "Most likely by laser."

"If they are doing that, then we can pick them up if we have a ship or drone between the laser and the target. But we've got to find a way to do that. She scratched her head and then remembered something from her defensive studies. "We can dump flash or even water ice or other materials in gas form. You'd need a general idea of where the ships are, but if you set a cloud out you might get the laser to show up."

Malwin nodded and made an unseen note on his tablet. "All right, thank you, I'll pass that tidbit along. Anything else?"

She thought about it but then shook her head.

"If you can think of anything, even out of the box stuff, don't hesitate to let me know right away. Me or Lewis, any time, day or night," he said. She could tell he was worried. It took her a moment to realize why. It wasn't just the invasion, but it was also most likely his head on the chopping block. They had to succeed.

"I'll do what I can, sir," she said softly.

"I know you will. Keep on it," Malwin stated with a nod as he cut the channel.

She sat back and thought about the future. She wasn't sure she liked it at all if anything were to happen to Malwin.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Post rubbed his brow tiredly. He had a headache, another one. It was becoming a daily thing, and he had thirty-six reasons why.

No, make it thirty-seven he thought with a quick glance to the image of the emperor on the wall. The stern gaze glowered at him. The emperor was like the sword of Damocles hanging over his head. He couldn't get rid of it. He really wanted to get stoned and drunk off his ass. Just do it and frack the star system. But his stubborn pride and sense of duty, not to mention the needs of his family and colleagues and oh yes, people, couldn't forget them, were all there, weighing on his shoulders.

Too much was riding on him he knew. His shoulders were straining under the pressure. But he flat out refused to yield.

The good news was that Elvira's suggestions had yielded some fruit. Not a lot, but some. They'd picked off a few buoys and recon drones. He wasn't sure if it was enough to mollify the emperor. Most likely not. At the moment it was all they had. Every damn time they found a laser line, the ship on the other end was smart enough to cut the signal and change course.

It was like hunting ghosts.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Irazabeth and Jezebel put on a show of keeping to their established schedules. They knew that others knew something was going on. The rank and file probably felt it or knew from back channels. But they had to keep up appearances.

Even when they wanted to charge into the Admiralty and start beating some sense into people to see some results. It was all they could do to keep Piotr from doing that himself. They needed results not a massacre. Besides, most of the people in charge were their loyalists. Taking a broom to them would be a very bad thing given what they had left to replace them with.

No, it was a waiting game, pure and simple. Hopefully, it would end in a week or so.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine noted everyone's preoccupation. It was time; she made the final arrangements during the distraction. She still wasn't sure it would work out, but she'd give it her best and let the chips fall where they may.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Over the course of the following week, the prowlers gathered intelligence.

There were five shipyards so far identified, which matched their intelligence. Only three were building yards, one was a repair yard, and the last was some sort of civilian affair.

There were dozens of bone yards and reservations. Dozens of orbital habitats. Orbital fortresses and warehouses galore, they were marked out with buoys. From the look of the gaps in the prize yards, they had been curiously picked through recently, most likely they'd been making headway in rebuilding the ships while also drawing civilian ships out to run away.

There were lunar colonies galore. There were gas giant refinery platforms all over the gas giants in the star system. Giant fuel farms were in polar orbits. The entire star system seethed with traffic.

The planetary orbits were saturated with satellites, fortresses, space stations, and warehouses. It was a seething madhouse of activity. There was a fleet there, covering them. Other fleets were stationed around the jump points and yard. The entire star system was a writhing hornet's nest of military and civilian activity.

The A.I. were having a ball making sense out of all of the transmissions and sensory data. Once a day they managed to find a way to dump their logs to each other to compare notes.

In the inner star system, between the star and the innermost planet there were arrays of satellites and millions of solar panels arranged in solar farms. No doubt they'd been stolen from star systems across the galaxy. They made for an impressive array.

There were also fusion reactors detected on the planet and in many of the stations and throughout the solar system. The Horathians were lousy about shielding them though. A detailed account of what was where was still ongoing.

Captain Hough flicked his ears as he noted that the A.I had again pointed out that the emperor nor the Admiralty had announced their presence in their domain. Were they being ignored? He was pretty sure from the reports of ships hunting for them that wasn't the case.

Mining ships were out in the belt feeding rocks to mother ships. There were smelting stations and factory stations all over the place. Some seemed to be operating at only a partial capacity.

They already had a target criteria and the A.I. had been busy inserting their viruses and bots wherever they could. So far, they had only lost a few buoys and recon drones.

He decided to give it another day, possibly two before he finalized the plan and transmitted it to the other ships. He did realize that with the civilians in the dark, when they announced their presence as planned, it would have a devastating effect on their morale. And it would seriously undermine the credibility of the emperor.

He couldn't help but feel anticipation over that.
  


 



Chapter 55
 

The Office of Naval Intelligence came into its own when the prowlers launched their attack.

The first part of the attack was a full cyber-attack. They took everything they'd learned from the wraith attacks and everything A.I. had learned over the centuries of their species existence and put it to their own use.

Information that had been carefully gathered, processed, sifted, corelated, and confirmed over the course of the war was put to use. Email addresses were hacked, web servers targeted. Passwords were used to enter seemingly secure networks.

Thirty-six smart A.I. inserted time delay worms and bots through the recon drones and messenger buoys and into the enemy's military and civilian networks. All of the ships had a smart A.I. with a large database to draw upon. But the cyber-attack was mostly handled by the unarmed Zepyhrs.

Some of the attacks were immediate; some were subtle and wouldn't be noticed until much, much later. Fuel farms were vented or destroyed. Refineries were crippled. Industry both civilian and military were targeted in various ways. The cyber attack was the single largest such strike in ages.

The Poltergiests however were not unarmed. They were the ghosts that really did go bump in the night. And when they bumped, more than bruises were caused.

These ships launched weapons on ballistic courses at targets of opportunity. They fired torpedoes at enemy shipping and fixed locations. They let drift warheads that would eventually get into a target's range and go off. Drones were launched to carry out their own missions.

Some laid mines in the commonly traveled space lanes. Others fired off an entire magazine of KEW shots at prime targets, all timed to impact when the warheads did.

Almost everything was time on target and fire and forget.

Well, that wasn't quite true. The weapons didn't need to be controlled, but no one would forget their impact.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough smiled as the last of the first group of targets were engaged. They had less than an hour, barely fifty minutes before things began to get hot. As soon as the weapons were all gone, each ship had to get clear of the launch area. Sometimes that was easier said than done.

No doubt the enemy would see the incoming fire, at least some of it. What they did about it was the problem. The ships couldn't hack the military side very effectively. Every warship and fortress had been shielded with layers of firewalls and cyber intrusion protection. According to the A.I., it was better than what they'd experienced before.

Not that those ships were the real targets.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Vought was frustrated by the lack of progress but that ended when CIC reported a stream of something coming out of the void.

"Define a stream of something," he said testily from the wardroom.

"It looks like rail gun rounds, sir. It doesn't make sense; prowlers don't have weapons," the CIC tech said puzzled.

The captain was reacting in alarm though as was his officers. "Sound general quarters, you idiot!"

"Oh, it's not coming towards us, Skipper; that's the other odd thing," the tech said as the alarm klaxon went off. "It's headed to the inner star system.

"Let them know damn it!" the XO urged as the officers made a mad rush to the door.

"And get someone to backtrack to the source of that fire! We need to bracket it and hit whatever is firing now, damn it! Now!" the TAO urged.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Once it was clear, some of the enemy knew that the attack was on, the prowlers activated buoys left in the outer star system. These buoys sent out spoof calls and triggered decoys to simulate hyperspace arrivals to make the pirates think a phantom fleet was attacking. The A.I. had set up systems to record results and observations, but their primary concern was on the main attack.

A “banzai” war cry on the Horathian emergency broadcast channels triggered the cyber-attack. Bots began to fill the air waves with chatter from previous battles, all with viruses embedded in the signals.

The cyber-attack wasn't designed to strike at the military units since they were prepared for it. Instead the attacks were geared to mask the incoming strikes while also striking at the computers in the yards, industry, and civilian nets. Communications went down to hamper command and control while systems were hammered. Power and life support were prime targets, but the viruses also rewrote firmware, turning machines berserk or into so much useless junk.

On the planet viruses struck at infrastructure there too, starting with the power grid. Blackouts and other problems sent the bewildered population into a panic.

Wherever possible the prowler A.I. used codes and data from their ONI databases that had been painstakingly gathered from captured databases and prisoners to get into the networks and wreak havoc. Some of the passwords and codes were still viable, so they were able to load emails with bots and viruses to strike some sectors from within. Rabbit viruses sent out viruses to everyone in an address book. Even just opening the file without the attachments was sometimes enough to get hacked by a bot and then turned into a zombie to spread the plague.

The primary targets of the prowlers were the most vulnerable in the star system. They were also somewhat defended since they were military in nature. That didn't matter.

It was ironic that the most heavily defended locations were the pickets and the stations in orbit of the planet. They were the least valuable targets to the prowlers however.

A civilian contractor ferry service which moved personnel around the yards and orbital habitats who had not updated their Wi-Fi found themselves hacked. Two of their ferries just went dark; their drives shut down as did their power plants and everything on board.

One missed a critical maneuver burn and crashed headlong into a station module. The second drifted off into space dark. Her crew and passengers died from suffocation due to the lack of life support long before their absence was noticed.

Too many air traffic controllers were busy elsewhere.

No one noticed that the shipyards and infrastructure supporting them were getting hammered.

Nukes went off in some of the reservations and slips, tearing them apart. Rail gun rounds peppered construction habitats and warehouses. Nanotech warheads hit ships and infrastructure. Gobblers tore apart ships, spraying the area with streams of molecular goo. They terrified many into abandoning the area.

The Federation navy took a page from the Xenos and used every tool at their disposal to tear up their capital ships and yard.

Within minutes the Horathian's ship industry was gutted.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

There was quite the list of targets, both strategic and otherwise. The enemy's command structure was on the list but rather far down it. They were considered targets of opportunity only. Admiral Bradley was killed when his shuttle lost power and life support.

Admiral Nuert died when her hacked pacemaker went wild, dumping all of its power into her heart muscles and then shutting off. One moment she was issuing orders, the next she was clutching at her chest and gasping for breath. Her heart spasmed to death, and she was dead before the paramedics arrived.

Admiral Cartwright and a few others were fortunately to be in more secure locations.

Some targets were very carefully avoided. For instance no habitat was targeted, even those with military personnel in it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Just about every officer in Command Fortress 1 was dumbstruck by the reports coming in. They were getting hit all across the inner star system. "Where the hell is it coming from??" a lieutenant whispered.

"All over," the admiral stated. She saw all eyes fall on her. Her eyes were intent on the plot. "From the look of this, they are focused on the yards, reservations, and the orbital infrastructure. Make sure we're at GQ. Order all ships to raise their shields. Also, change our encryption. Laser lines on all ships and stations from here on out. Reset our firewall with a new password and damn it, make sure it's hard to crack."

The series of aye ayes were a balm to her bruised soul. They wouldn't be enough, but they might be enough to ensure the survival of her command.

Maybe. Somehow, she couldn't be sure. She wasn't sure of a lot of things anymore.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough noted that the active warships and fortress stations had raised shields and were protected from weapons fire. Ships immediately maneuvered to get out of any sort of line of fire as well.

That was fine, they were distracted. They weren't the real targets anyway. His orders were to go for the soft underbelly, to rip and tear out as much as he could. Every bit of destruction he inflicted would make it that much easier to win later.

He fully intended to wreak as much havoc and destruction as he could.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira was in the habitat when the lights went out and the net went dead. Despite the risk she put her suit on and then headed to the nearest real window. She had to see what was going on. She ignored the whimpers, cries, and wails from terrified people around her. Officers shouldn't be doing that, but some were from their families. She felt the occasional brush as people passed her.

Flashlights bobbed behind her, but she ignored those too. She was intent on her own personal mission. It wasn't just the yard. She loved the yard, but it was also her concern for Catherine. Somewhere out there Catherine was exposed to all of that.

"Hey! She's got a suit on!"

"Good idea. Pass the word to get them on," another officer said.

She put her hands on either side of the porthole and looked, really looked. She felt unshed tears at the damage. She could see her reflection in the window and shied away as explosions went off in the distance. At over a hundred thousand kilometers distant, they were bare pinpricks but the desire to shield herself was pure instinct.

"Ma'am, Commodore, what do we do?" a voice asked. When another voice cleared their throat and a hand touched her arm, she turned.

She stared at the worried faces around her. Others craned to see her or past her out the window. "Do?" she asked softly.

"You're the ranking officer, ma'am," a commander said.

She nodded, settling herself. She felt herself bounce on the deck slightly. Things were drifting. Emergency lights were on and a few people had flashlights. It was already getting cold. She thought about the problem and then nodded once to herself again as her shoulders squared themselves. "Get me a TOE. I need to know what we've got left and where everyone is. Find the habitat command structure. Work with DCC, we need to get power back on this tub. I'm betting the computers got hacked. If they did, we need to cut the central net out and boot from backups or route around them. Someone look into that now," she ordered.

As she began to issue orders, she felt something within her settle. People were looking to her to lead them out of the mess, and she intended to do just that. She'd have to worry about the future later. For the moment she had to worry about surviving the present.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin cringed internally as centuries, nay, over a thousand years of work, of blood, sweat, and plenty of tears were torn apart in one vast orgy of death and destruction. He didn't know what the butchers bill would be, but he was pretty sure that in the end it would be heavy, heavy indeed.

And he couldn't do a damn thing to prevent it. That was what sucked the most.

He knew the war was lost at that point—not guessed, knew. There was no bouncing back from this. Not even with El Dorado and the entire galaxy in their corner. There was no way they could win the war of logistics when their primary yards were this torn up.

Getting it through certain thick heads would be a death sentence though. All he could do was to ride it out and pick up the pieces when it was over.

If, that was, he was alive to see it through to the end. That too was in doubt.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lewis was too busy to feel sorry for himself or anyone else. Too sorry to stop and put a pulsar in his mouth or just take a long walk out of an airlock without a suit.

Too many people were looking to him for answers. He didn't have many, that tore at him. But for the moment they were keeping him functional, forcing him to remain calm and be the center for everyone else. The guiding force to try to navigate the storm and act not just react to it.

He knew there would be hell to pay in the long empty nights later but that was then. He had too much in front of him now to worry about it.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Rico felt his eyes go moist as he watched things come apart. Not just the yards and infrastructure but their entire vision of an Empire. Centuries of work lost in this single act. It was never meant to be apparently.

He shook his head angrily as people came to him wanting answers. "No comment to the media other than for them to shut their computers down and shelter in place. Tell our people to jink and keep their cyber intrusion systems up."

It was funny, his people were in the salvage business, even the “pre-salvage” business. They had dealt with A.I. and rogue computers plenty of times over the centuries. He'd thought they were better prepared.

Now he knew better. It took him a long moment to realize why there was such a discrepancy in skills; they'd grown complacent. When they salvaged a ship, it was normally dead. They cut out its computer, its brain to keep the A.I. from ever waking up. Simple. They hadn't had to deal with many cyber-attacks.

Well, they were dealing with that now. The fallout, both literal and political would come later he knew.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough nodded as the reports came in. They were shifting targets as expected but some of the prowlers had begun to be localized and fired upon.

The Zephyrs had to transmit and receive data. They had to keep their channels open and keep feeding the cyber-attacks. The Poltergiests ran the biggest risks with their weapons fire, much of it could be back traced.

They had a few decoys out there, but the enemy had gotten better at localizing them. He winced when three of his ships went down and a fourth reported she was under fire. She too went silent, her icon blinked yellow as a last-known location.

There was nothing he could do for them. By the time he got a ship to any of them, they would be long dead. Even if he could get a ship there, what could they do other than search and rescue?

They all knew the risks; it was just something they had known in the back of their minds but had hoped would never happen.

His eyes turned to the next phase as it went off as planned, striking at targets in orbit of the planet.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

A series of civilian industrial space stations came apart as cyber-attacks drove their computers mad from within and military strikes from outside hit them. As they came apart, they began to shed material, parts, and bodies.

Since the orbits of the planet were so densely packed, destroying such a large number of stations had a domino effect called the Kessler effect. The destruction of enough hardware in orbit caused a cascade of destruction as pieces sprayed space around them, hitting more and more targets. Satellites were torn apart, they themselves adding to the cascade.

Some of the parts and pieces fell out of orbit or drifted off into deep space after a severe impact. Within hours a rubble belt began to form around the planet.

It was just one more climactic event to cap an already eventful day of carnage, death, and destruction.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine watched it all unfold from a secure location inside the Admiralty station. The station was shielded and protected but still rang with the occasional impact.

She wanted to run, but she sat on the impulse firmly. Running would expose her to the chaos outside the station. She felt the station move though and nodded. The jerk of a movement was foreign to her; she had never seen the station move in her entire career. She heard the pops and groans and then checked her skinsuit.

She glanced at her security detail. They were suited as well. Paul gave her a silent thumbs-up so she returned to her vigil.

There was nothing she could do for Elvira or anyone else. There was no way to find out if her lover had even survived. It bothered her, more than she expected. The not knowing part made her bite her lip but then her professional training kicked in and made her fight and lock away the concern.

She couldn't know nor could she change anything even if she did. She just had to ride it all out and wait for the end of the storm.

She was a spectator in all this so she might as well sit and watch and ride it out. She could see the distant sparkle of nukes and high C impacts. A warning played out over the station's speakers that they were going to continue to jink. She nodded.

She could hear chatter over the intercom as some officers speculated that the next strikes wouldn't just be limited to military targets but to the planet and colonies as well.

She highly doubted it. Irons would play it by the rules; he wasn't the sort to target civilians indiscriminately. Unlike her people she noted.

But, he had just proven that he could be just as tough and ruthless as some of the best of them. She was pretty sure all bets would be off eventually though. If history was any sort of guide, she knew that eventually civilian populations would be targeted to break the will of a stubborn population who refused to surrender.

When that change came was something she keenly wanted to know. Now so more than ever.
  


 



Chapter 56
 

Countess Newberry heard the reports and grimaced. The news was still coming in through the secure networks, but she already knew it wasn't good. Far from it.

The lack of a warning to the civilians was proving to be a hard hit. The civilian network had been overlooked. Sure they'd overhauled the military and government networks, but apparently there had been enough back doors into the civilian network for the enemy's A.I. to get through and wreak havoc.

She was pretty sure someone was going to catch hell over that little oversight. Quite possibly her, she wasn't sure.

She had to admire the enemy's choice of targets. In one swift move, they'd hammered Horaths infrastructure and logistics. They'd set them back months, quite possibly years and in a war where Horath was already losing the war of logistics that was certainly bad to catastrophic, take your pick.

It would be months before BUSHIPS picked their way through all of the damage. Months more before they found any subtle sabotage. Yes, the emperor's decision to try to hide the prowlers was going to bite them all in the ass.

Not that he was going to admit that. No, not ever could the emperor admit to making a mistake. She knew why too; it would doom him.

Sometimes she wondered if it would be worth it. Then her tired mind remembered Catherine. Had Catherine waited, expecting this sort of an attack? It had come on her father's watch after all …could that be why she'd delayed so long? Or was she just being thorough?

Either way she hoped something changed soon. And not just because her own neck was riding on the line.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

It took time for the Admiralty to gather assessments of the situation and find each other. Several of the flag officers were dead. Admirals Bradley and Nuert of BUSHIPS and BUPERS were both dead. Their chains of command were in utter chaos. Just getting their communications sorted out was taking precious time.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough noted the enemy reaction coldly. He ordered the admiral's transmission even while his remaining ships were assessing the damage and compiling a list of fresh targets. He watched as message buoys played the signal out on any remaining civilian signal.

"This is Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons, President of the Federation. My people have targeted legitimate targets of war in this engagement. We will give you one standard day to evacuate what you can and engage in search and rescue efforts."

"I take no pleasure in harming innocent civilian lives. But I do what I must. I will speak again in one day's time."

The message was simple and to the point. He was curious as to how the enemy would react.

Probably not well but that was their problem.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Countess Newberry grimaced when she listened to the audio recording. It was simple, brutal, and cut to the point. It also matched Admiral Irons.

When her people tried to do a voice analysis, they were dismayed to find the transmission was filled with viruses. It didn't matter though; they had what they needed.

The attack wasn't over. For the moment that was all they needed to know.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin scrubbed his face as he heard about the transmission and its implications. "Do what you can. They didn't target the habitats, get our people to them. Evacuate who we can from where we can," he said.

Admiral Post nodded.

"And damn it, reset our communications and encryption! Purge the ram and look for viruses!" Malwin snarled to a communications tech. The girl turned to her in surprise. "I mean it! This is a full cyber-attack, we planned for that!"

"Yes, sir. Most of our encryption has held. The same for the firewalls."

"Most," Lewis echoed sourly.

She turned her head to nod to him. "Yes, sir, unfortunately so."

"Pass the word to do it anyway. And pass the word through civilian channels that they need to do the same. Every firewall needs to be reset and passwords changed. Count on it like your life depended on it because damn it, it damn well does!" Malwin said.

Lewis nodded soberly. The woman came to attention and then rushed off to begin issuing orders.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor was forced to address the situation in an emergency broadcast. He didn't have much choice. Saddam warned him that the rising panic in the population was spreading like wildfire. Rumors of a full invasion was terrifying many. Martial law had been declared.

It was clear from the image of him that he was seething. The palace had been evacuated, and he was at a secure location.

"A few hours ago our star system was attacked in an act of cowardice. I won't mince details; we'll mourn the dead later. The Admiralty informs me that another attack is coming."

He took a breath. "I urge you to seek shelter and help those you can. Make every effort to engage in your own cyber security. The enemy is attacking us through our computers; if you can, shut them off. If you can't, disengage the communications systems and reset your firewalls. Run antivirus and do what you can to insure your own survival.

His nostrils flared. "This will not stand," he fumed, hands gripping the lectern as his voice dropped into a bass growl. "Mark my words, this attack shall not stand!" he thundered. "We will have our revenge! I promise you that! Like the great countries of the past, the United States with Pearl Harbor and others, our enemy will find they have merely awakened a sleeping dragon. And that dragon will rise in fire!" His eyes were like fire as his clenched right fist was thrust above his head and the address concluded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The prowlers waited a full day before they transmitted a second broadcast from stealth recon drones and messenger buoys distributed around the star system. The transmission sources were immediately targeted by the Horathian navy. Forces were dispatched to hunt them down. Some commands fired energy weapons or rail guns in their direction.

"By now you know what we are capable of," Admiral Irons voice and image stated implacably. He was transmitting on every frequency known to the Horathians.

Viruses, worms and other bots reported back to other drones in burst transmissions using the enemy's hacked equipment. They transmitted what they had found while the A.I. sowed deeper penetration bots and then unleashed a new wave of viral attacks, some embedded in the admiral's transmission. Federation A.I. and cyber security experts had gleefully amassed the viruses after learning the hard lessons from chasing and dealing with the Xeno Wraith clones. They were only too happy to unleash their newfound knowledge on the pirates.

"For centuries you people have preyed upon the weak. You have crushed any attempt to return to civilization. You have sadistically tortured and killed tens of thousands of other sentient species for your own sick twisted amusement. Worse, you've reveled in it and your bloodlust. You are no better than the Xenos," he said, pausing for a moment to let that burn in.

"This was a legitimate attack by the rules of war on your infrastructure. Some would say this is also in retaliation for the plagues you have unleashed. Not just the plagues of piracy you've inflicted on the galaxy for the past seven plus centuries, but also for the more recent acts of genocide."

Images were played out of the atrocities the Horathians had committed. They included images from Tau of the plague ravaged populations.

Of course every image and video file had embedded viral strings.

"Some would say that, and they would be only partially correct," Admiral Irons rolled on. "Those of your leaders and those who created these hell weapons will be held to account. Your navy has been beaten back to your home star system. By now you must realize that we are closing the jump points down. Soon there will be no escape."

"I'm giving you this chance, to surrender. To end this suffering for everyone. One way or the other, we will find a resolution to this crisis you have inflicted on the galaxy. One way or another, it will come to an end. Your legacy of depravity, piracy, murder, sadistic torture, slavery, and rape will come to an end. It is now your choice how it ends—in surrender or in fire."

Admiral Irons stern visage stared at them coldly, his eyes boring into their souls. For some, something shriveled and died under that gaze. "Your tyranny and genocide are at an end. Your empire, like many tyrannies before it is at an end. They say that the best way to end something is at the head. Well, we're cutting off the head here." He paused a moment.

"For those of you who know your true history, you know about World War II. How the allies, seeing what an invasion of the Japanese home islands would cost with the invasion of Okinawa and other islands as an example, turned to an alternative. It was not an easy decision to make. I am so informing you of a similar outcome here."

He waited a beat before continuing to let them wonder.

"For those of you who know me, you know I was the architect of the Nova bomb. I'll let that sink in for a moment. Don't think for a moment I won't use them." He paused again. More than one person watching the broadcast felt fear turn to terror over that statement. "That wasn't a threat; it was a promise. As I said, one way or another, your genocide is at an end. Count on it."

He paused for a full minute. "I'm going to give your leaders a full eight weeks to pick up the pieces and come to their senses and surrender unconditionally. If they do not, I will unleash the next attack. We'll then wait a standard eight weeks and then launch another after that. If they don't see reason in a time period I have set, I will authorize what has to be done to end the problem once and for all."

He waited another full minute then nodded once. "That is all … for now," he said and then his signal winked out.

Any surviving recon drones and buoys immediately went back into stealth and moved their positions.
  


 



Chapter 57
 

"Bastard! He can't do that!" the emperor raged.

"Yes he can. He just did," Catherine said firmly.

"No! I won't let it happen! I will not knuckle under! I will not submit to such threats! Not now, not ever! No one makes me bow! No one, and especially not under the threat of a gun! I am the emperor!" Piotr thumped his chest for emphasis. Catherine was reminded of an animal or child trying to puff up in anger instead of the act of threat display her father was going for. Besides, it wasn't her that he needed to threaten. "I am the leader of the human race and the galaxy! I inherited this, not him!" He threw his hands up into the air to indicate the palace around them. "His Federation failed and was swept aside! It crumbled into dust!"

Catherine wanted to laugh bitterly. She finally understood what many of the victims of her people had felt. Helplessness. Anger, tearing rage with no place to go, but also helplessness. She hated it. Hated the feeling, hated the empathy, and especially hated the man who'd caused it all.

But it wasn't just her father's fault, a small corner of her mind reminded her. It was hers too. Hers, and her peoples. They'd gone down the path of piracy and murder for generations. Her father just put them on the final path that had led them to this point.

"Whatever we don't like, Father, it is reality. Denying it will not help. We have to face it and find a way to stop it."

His eyes flared as he latched onto that thought. "Yes! That's it! We have to … have to protect the star! He can't bomb what he can't hit!" her father insisted, eyes half mad. He began to scramble to find a way to mount their fleet around the star while also protecting the rest of the star system.

Catherine fought for composure. She knew it was futile; he should too. But he didn't. He was too obsessed with finding a way. Finally she inhaled and exhaled. "You just saw what happened with the prowlers, right? If he can do that, what makes you think he can't drop a nova bomb past all the defenses we can mount?"

"He won't! There are billions of people in this star system!" her father said impatiently, flicking the controls of the holographic projector.

"Holding them hostage won't help. He'll find a way and remember our history. He knows it too. He might use that as an excuse, that we're not worth the lives it will take to break in and save what he can."

"I'll do whatever I damn well please! I am the emperor! He is just a traitor! A traitor to his race!" the emperor thundered, turning on her with clenched fists. "Help me or leave!"

Catherine realized there was no reasoning with the man. She nodded once and then when he turned to issue orders to his assistant she quietly withdrew.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"I never thought a Fed would do that. Could do that," Admiral Cartwright said with a shake of his head. "Aren't there laws against it in the Federation?"

"Well, you thought wrong. We all did," Admiral Post said, clearly shaken. "They can be just as ruthless as us. He can be even more so if we push him."

"There is one thing more."

"Oh?"

"This just went from a blockade to a full-on siege. They can raid us with virtual impunity. Every time we try to strike back, they can get warning and our offense fails. Every. Single. Time. They will eventually wear us down. Or, they will bomb us into oblivion. There is nothing we can do to stop them. It's a numbers and waiting game and it's all on their side." He bit his tongue to stop himself from saying the war was lost. Defeatism would easily be misconstrued against him.

"Which will spur someone to demand action and retaliation," Admiral Rico replied. They were still assessing the damage. They had planned on cyber-attacks on naval ships, but apparently, infrastructure had been overlooked. That included civilian infrastructure. The one good thing was that the media was in complete disarray for the moment.

"Exactly."

Malwin shook his head. "What was that line about the best laid plans?"

"I don't know. But when politics get involved you can rest assured things not only get complicated, they get messy and can go south in a hurry."

"Right. So, how do we handle this?" Malwin asked.

His boss grimaced. "Deflect blame. There is no reason to blame one of us; there was no way we could have anticipated this or prevented it." He knew that wasn't completely true. But if they closed ranks, they'd avoid finger pointing and a scapegoat. "He'll go for that along with his attack plans. Work on clean up as well as a means to catch the raiders. If we can inflict return damage on them, trap them, they'll be more careful about a follow-up."

"Ah."

Admiral Post grimaced. "I think this was a one off, now we're warned. We can do something about the cyber security threat."

"True."

Admiral Rico scowled. "We're not winning this war. Not as we are. Not on the defensive. I don't know if anyone can get it through certain thick heads. And the new thing, holding out for rescue from outside? Not going to happen."

Malwin blinked and then looked at Lewis. He was surprised by the admission, and he could tell Lewis was as well. It could be a trap but at least someone else had faced reality. "I know," he said softly. There, there it was. His verbal admission of defeat. Where they went from there was anyone's guess.

"His highness wants us to find a way to protect the star too," Lewis stated.

"Oh, frack," Malwin sighed. "Does he realize how big the frackin' star is? How much real estate we're talking about?"

"No, to him it's just a glowing yellow dot," Admiral Rico said sarcastically. "I need a drink. Hell, I need a whole bottle."

"Frack. We're all screwed," Lewis murmured. "I think I'll join you, sir, if you don't mind."

"I do. You need to get on that plan and on the cleanup. If I'm going to get this roaring drunk, I'm not sure I want to wake up from it or not," Admiral Rico said as he rose from his seat and headed for the door.

Malwin grimaced and then shook his head.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Dowager Empress shook her head as the Ramichov clan gathered virtually. It was obvious to even the youngest among them that they were not happy about the turn of events. And every single one of them seemed ready to point the finger at her son.

"Getting the hell out of here is sounding better and better every damn day," her niece murmured.

"Enough of that. The Admiralty and the industrial concerns are doing what they can to pick up the pieces. The same for the government. We need to show our firm support for our emperor. Our united support," she said, eyeing the images around her.

No one met her eyes. No one volunteered to go first or offer a suggestion. That was ominous she thought, very ominous indeed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The ruling families were torn between trying to restore the government and social services while also acting on their GOTH plan. Their final GOTH plans were in a shambles though, the ships they'd held ready to run with had been affected by the cyber-attack. Some of the yachts and privateers had been shut down; others had been crippled or even destroyed by their own computers. It was going to take weeks to sort them all out.

Some people were certain they didn't have that amount of time, so they began to get even more desperate for a way out. Families began to band together to find ways to get out.

Eventually, as the telecommunications were restored and the true damage reports began to trickle in, work shifted to getting the families out. It was obvious that Horath was done; there was no way to come back and be ready to face the Federation navy. Even though the navy had hardly been afflicted the yards and their industry had been hammered. Public morale was in the dumps.

A few thought that Imperial intelligence would stop them. They were surprised when some were allowed or ignored to move. Initially a few pirate lords speculated that II had other concerns or that the agents had been bribed, coerced, or something else to look the other way.

The truth came out when a few of those same II agents quietly asked to get them and their families out too if they offered their support or covered for them.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin snorted when he read the report that hundreds of civilian ships that had managed to purge their systems and go to backups were trying to leave the star system for Finagle. "Like rats deserting a sinking ship," he murmured.

Most had no idea what they were doing. Some were all talk; he knew that their ships were dead in space. A growing number were demanding the military help them. What did they want, a tow? He shook his head. There was no guarantee they'd get far. Many might not last a day in hyperspace. They probably had no idea the extent of the computer sabotage. They could just be jumping into oblivion.

Sometimes, in dark times he wished he could join them.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Catherine left her lover's side to go to the bathroom. Elvira was exhausted, the woman had labored mightily to get her command sorted out and back online. Catherine had finally gotten her to take a few hours off. That had been extended to a day as they'd traveled to the capital for a consultation.

She sat on the toilet and pulled out the handheld burn unit she'd hidden in pieces in a sealed plastic bag in the tank of the toilet. She put the pieces together and then stared at it for a long time. Finally, with steady hands she committed herself to action. She sent a single four digit code informing her people that she'd carefully placed or gotten to her side that it was time to act.

Once the signal was sent, she opened the device up and smashed the components. The plastic was biodegradable, the same for the circuit board. She stuck them in a cup of water for a moment to let them soften and then into the toilet. It only took a moment to flush them.

She just hoped the people she was banking on would stay at her side and that they weren't too late.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Countess Newberry noted the report that Catherine was in the bathroom and a single brief unauthorized transmission had been sent. She was surprised that her techs had managed to purge their systems after the virus. Either they were good or they'd been kept offline.

If the message got through the mess in telecommunications, she doubted Ghadaffi's people would pick it up. It was just a single short text among many thousands of angry texts and posts.

And if he did, she doubted he'd act in a timely manner. It wasn't like it spelled out whatever was intended.

Either way, things were about to happen; she was sure of it.

Her fingertip hovered over a single button. Once she had committed the report to memory, she stabbed down on the delete key.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Elvira stared up into the night sky. For the first time in her life she was truly terrified for what the future would bring. Not of what one of her people could do to her, but of someone else. She realized she wasn't the only one.

She also realized it had united all of her people for once in something other than greed and a lust for power and prestige. Emotions like despair, rage, and helplessness were commented about in the media. How long it would last though … she wasn't sure.

The future was completely bleak now. She bit her lip, feeling her eyes sting as tears came. The war was lost; no matter what she did she couldn't turn it around for her people. Where they went from there was anyone's question.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The flotilla of prowlers monitored the situation and coordinated their actions through brief shielded signals to each other. They exchanged intelligence they and the recon drones seeded throughout the star system had gathered. When they had verified that there would be no surrender, one prowler was dispatched to carry the news out.

Once in hyperspace the ship carefully stuck to a preplanned course. She had no way to transmit an IFF in hyperspace, so she had to carefully avoid the hyper mines.
  


 



Chapter 58
 

Admiral Zhen and the remains of the Vengeance Fleet returned with news of the mines. They arrived in scattered fashion in the jump point zone.

To their dismay they were immediately fired upon by the trigger happy defenders even before their hyper wakes cleared and they could get an IFF off. Some of the smaller ships were damaged, some personnel killed. One CEV was turned into a derelict before the weapon fire was called off.

The arrival and friendly fire shocked and dismayed everyone, but the news that only half of the fleet had returned was even further shocking to everyone.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Admiral Zhen was on his flag bridge and still wording how he was going to explain the debacle and his return when CIC began to report about the carnage of the attack. SAR was doing what it could for the wounded ships. Fortunately, his battle cruiser had managed to take only one hit.

The forts were out and working on SAR with his own people. He wanted someone's head for the friendly fire but that may or may not come later. For the moment he was still coming to terms with his changed star system.

"What the hell happened here?" he asked, leaning forward and gripping a handrail as the main plot shifted to the rubble around the planet.

More than one person gasped in dismay at the sight. It got worse when windows appeared showing the rest of the star system.

"Sir, Admiral Horner is on the line," a chastened comm tech stated.

"Admiral … what happened?"

"I was going to ask you the same question," Admiral Horner asked, clearly unhappy about their arrival and the events around it. "I think you've got some explaining to do. I am glad I'm not in your shoes."

"Something tells me I'm the least of their concerns at the moment," Admiral Zhen said, surveying the mess of the inner star system. "The very least," he murmured.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Hough grinned when he heard the report of the Vengeance Fleet's tattered return. "Serves them right," he murmured, flicking his ears to his crew. They smirked back or signaled agreement.

Contrary to Admiral Irons threat they could only perform another series of cyber-attacks. They'd already given it their best Sunday punch though, and the enemy was adapting. Any further attacks would be much tougher to perform.

There was one other problem with that scenario, the surviving Poltergeists had all fired their wads. They were all dry. Not that they were going to let the enemy know that.

He planned to give them another day, but he was pretty sure they weren't going to fold. Then he'd send most of his Poltergeists back to rearm.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Malwin, Theo, and Lewis were still in the Admiralty, still grappling with the damage and fallout. Things looked severe; all five yards were out of commission. The various reservations had been hit hard, just about every ship assembled had been turned into useless scrap in one way or another.

The reports of gobbler nanites were terrifying many engineers and techs away from the reservations all together. Maintaining order was a constant headache. The summary executions the emperor had ordered to restore order had only marginally put a lid on things.

Then the new news of the failure and destruction of the Vengeance Fleet hit them. It hit hard.

"I hope everyone has their will and last testament written," Theo said tiredly, not even joking. "We're done. If we survive the next cabinet meeting, I'll be damn surprised."

"Is that how it ends? Do we just walk in and let him cut our heads off?"

"I don't know of anything else we can do. We could probably kill him. Maybe. But the meeting is in the palace. Security is tighter than a gnat's ass," Lewis said.

"Frack."

"So, we can either do the job ourselves on our own terms or let him do it for us and put us out of our misery. Quite frankly if I'm going to die, I'm going to spit in his eye. As much as I'd like to make the son of a bitch work for it, I'm not quite willing to tear the rest of the system apart to save my own hide. Tempting but no."

The others grimaced but then nodded.

"And who knows, he might be reasonable," Theo joked. The others laughed bitterly.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The emperor was further enraged by the attack and furious over the losses in the Vengeance Fleet. It was all coming too fast and furious for some, bewildering his wife. She was stunned by the news that half of her family had been killed during the attacks.

Other families were getting similar news.

"This is their fault. I can lay this at their feet," Piotr snarled, clenching and unclenching his fists. "I'm done playing politics. They are done. It's time we purge them and start over," he growled.

"By them you mean who, the Admiralty? Cabinet?" Jezebel asked. She was starting to deeply regret not acting on her impulse to send one of the younglings away to Sigma sector. Now it might be too late.

It might be too late for a lot of things.

"Laying this all at their feet is the logical thing to do," Irazebeth said. "Ultimately, they did screw up time and time again," she said.

"Catherine won't like it," Jezebel said.

"If your granddaughter objects, then she can be removed as well," Piotr stated coldly. "After all, I still have other children. I never intended for her to inherit anyway."

Irazebeth blinked and then nodded. "Perhaps now is the time to do it. A clean break," she said softly.

Jezebel frowned but then shrugged. "As you wish. You'll need to bring Joseph in. As I understand it, he has not been paying much attention to politics at the moment."

"Then it's past time he learns," the emperor growled.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"With respect, it's time, ma'am. Now or never," Paul said as he came into the room.

Catherine looked up and then turned to him. "I see. And why is that?" She had already sent out the code and gotten the proper response. She was curious as to why Paul was bringing it up.

"The countess has been informed the emperor is going to perform a purge in the cabinet. You are on the list if you object."

Catherine nodded. Her father had simplified things for her, and yet complicated them all in one master stroke. It was typical of him to be difficult. "Ah. He always liked to blame others for his own mistakes. All right. I think we're about ready anyway."

Catherine was unhappy with the purge and the way her father had arranged it. Her father was too smart and paranoid to go into space so everyone was coming to the palace.

Things were grim. She privately put the odds low of success for anything she did from here on out. But she was committed to try.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Contessa, the emperor's primary hand and occasional executioner was overseeing the preparations of the purge when she felt something wrap around her throat. Then everything faded out forever.

She was only the first.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

One by one, or in groups of twos the Cabinet and Admiralty arrived at the palace. The emperor flat out refused to meet in space and was most comfortable in the security of the palace. A complete news blackout was in place.

The Cabinet and Admiralty assembled on time, no one dared be late. Doctor Mengla was not there however; she was busy on the other side of the planet and had been excused by the emperor.

Each of the group went through the layers of security. Palace security guards were out in force, some in gold, red, and silver powered armor suits.

In the council room there were three red guards, two Shinobi stationed in the room, one in each corner of the pentagon shaped room. One of the Shinobi stood directly behind the Admiralty side, the other male across from them. The emperor planned to use them to kill the people he designated.

The emperor was the last to enter the room. "All right, let's get this started," he said, taking his place at the head of the table.

He studied them for a long moment and then took his seat. As he did so the rank and file sat down almost in relief.

Contrary to what some thought none of the remaining lords who were in the cabinet had been allowed in the meeting. The emperor turned to Catherine to assess her. She was in her flag officer uniform. He curled his lip ever so slightly. She was in operations and technically had been involved in the planning of every failure to date. Yes, she could go. Commodore Varbossa would just have to deal with it. If she couldn't handle it, he'd just have to find another person to fill her shoes too.

That decision made, he reached down and picked up his glass of water and took a sip. He stiffened as he felt his lips and throat deaden and then his entire body. He wanted to say something, but the feeling was already leaving his body and his vision was tunneling out.

His last thought was to who. The Shinobi had been careful to inspect everything, and palace security had thoroughly checked everyone. He never realized that it was the Shinobi who had poisoned his glass on Catherine's order.

"Ah, I see my father has just died and a change in leadership is in order," Catherine said conversationally. The room grew deathly still. All eyes fell to her in shock. Some of the older lords were still grappling with what she'd just said but Catherine rolled on, watching the guards and certain people with Zen-like composure. She wasn't sure who would react first.

"I realize poison is known as a weapon of a weak woman. It is nonconfrontational. It is however, what I chose in this instance. Not to be merciful, but because it was quick and simple to use," Catherine said mildly. When the nearest red guard reacted, she took off a bracelet, tapped it against the table and the memory plastic reformed into a blade.

This was the most dangerous part. She had trained for it though by her martial-arts training and by carefully studying the chinks in the armor of the red guards over the years. She used the blade to kill the one guard with a thrust to the throat, avoiding his armored chest and face as another Shinobi killed the other two red guards in a swift flurry of movements.

Duke Stayne of Purity and Enlightenment and Baron Ghadaffi were the only cabinet members to react. The baron tried to pull a weapon but a chop to the throat from the countess stopped him. Instead of reaching for his weapon, his hands went to his crushed throat and windpipe. She smirked and used a finger to push his gasping body out of the chair.

The duke turned on the countess in rage, but a katana blade tip appeared out of his chest. He looked down to it and the growing blood staining his snow white uniform and then folded, dead. The Shinobi pulled the blade clear and let the body drop to the floor. He then used the blade to stab down into the ear of the still gasping baron, ending his sounds for good. Then he wiped the blade and returned it to its scabbard with a flourish.

When it was over Catherine stood slowly and then nodded to her helpers. Each bowed slightly in return.

"Any other objections?" she asked mildly as she wiped her blade and then laid it before her on the table, the tip pointed to the group in general.

The room was again deathly silent. Everyone had their hands carefully in front of them empty. "Ah? Well, then moving on," she said, pushing her father's body aside and to the floor. She picked up the glass of water and dumped it on him, and then let the glass go as well.

"I never liked him after he married the woman who murdered my mother anyway," she said mildly as she resumed her seat.

Admiral Rico had his eyes bugged out at the tableau. Admiral Cartwright snorted. What he really wanted to do was laugh or cheer. He was past scared, too tired to be scared. Surprised yes, but not really scared. Surprised it had gone very differently than the one he'd been expecting and dreading.

He wanted to laugh. He wanted to cheer, to cry, to do something. No one made a sound though.

He did none of those things though, his iron self-control told him to remain still in the face of such a powerful unexpected predator in his midst. One he and apparently the former emperor had misjudged.

Misjudged greatly and fatally it seemed.

Catherine turned to the countess. "Oh, Countess Newberry, I have a few small matters I need you to attend to," she said casually.

"Yes, your majesty?" the countess asked cautiously.

"Namely, my grandmother, mother-in-law, their supporters, and others who might get … upset with this change in leadership. I don't need the distractions at the moment. So, if you could tidy up those loose ends for me?" she asked.

The countess nodded. "Understood your majesty. Consider it done."

"I will when I see the bodies," the empress replied as she turned to the cabinet. "Gentlemen, ladies, I propose we adjourn for a few minutes to let them clean up this mess and for the countess to make her arrangements. We'll be back here in say, ten minutes?"

A few heads nodded convulsively.

"Oh, and let's not do anything stupid? No calls other than by the countess. No stupid heroics. We don't have the time, and I need you if we're going to find a way out of his mess. Understood?"

A few people looked relieved. Most nodded as they rose from their seats. The countess was the first to bow to her. Others hastily followed suit.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Marina Stuart received the go signal and hid a cold smile. The night of the long knives, the night she'd prepared for in grave anticipation was finally about to begin.

She had agreed to helped with the assassinations if she could be on hand for them. Catherine was right, none of her siblings, nor her grandmother or mother could be left alive. At the moment they were vulnerable, especially the young like Khali.

Her people had confirmed little Khali was just as devilish as her siblings. She had to go to prevent her from becoming a threat later. It was as pragmatic as it was ruthless.

Ironically, the plan came to fruition in the Dowager Empress's favorite place, her personal salon. Marina knew why they were there, to ensure security while the emperor purged the cabinet of undesirable members.

Well, she was pretty sure the purge was happening but not in the way others were expecting.

She nodded slightly to the Shinobi guard. He hand signed something and then his hand flicked. The other Shinobi did the same and one by one the guards inside and outside the salon fell dead.

Jezebel, Khali, and Irazebeth had a mud mask and cucumbers over their eyes so they didn't see what had happened. In fact they were a bit too relaxed as the neurotoxin in their face masks seeped into their bodies to numb their bodies.

Marina had a normal mask. She sat up and pulled the cucumbers off and then nodded to the head hairdresser.

The pale man nodded back and then smiled grimly. He had waited a long time for that moment.

"Madam empress, a word," he purred in the Dowager empress's ear as he delicately pulled the cucumbers off her eyes. "Your eyes can open, but you'll find your body is numb," he said as he used the controls to tilt her up so she was nearly vertical.

Jezebel's eyes went wide. She looked out of the corner of her eye as similar attendants tilted the seats of her granddaughter and daughter-in-law. She looked across to Marina who just smiled coldly to her.

Khali let out a soft whimper as a chute opened at her feet and she slid down it. Jezebel tried to look at her granddaughter-in-law, but Marina's smile told her there was nothing she could do.

Irazebeth was still whimpering when they heard a distant scream and then the chute closed. Then it was her turn.

"Sorry but your granddaughter pays better. And she's right, we need to clear the deck and start over. The past week has proven that," Todd Sweeney, her hairdresser said casually.

"Catherine sends her regards," her hairdresser said in her ear as her seat was tipped forward.

Jezebel saw the door open below her feet and let out a weakly screaming whimper as the footrest flipped down and she was dropped into the chute and darkness below.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Two of Catherine's guards were assigned to protect Elvira. She was moved to a random quarters and kept there until the purge was finished. She asked what was going on, but no one would answer her until they were sure it was completed.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Kevin Ramichov had increased and improved his personal security, but it wasn't enough. He was ambushed in the showers by a group of other cadets. They put a pillowcase over his head from behind, pinned his arms and then shoved knives into his chest, killing him.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Lieutenant Joseph Ramichov was the last to live. He'd already gotten the news that his wife was dead. He was bitter when he asked if he was next.

"Should you be?" his captain asked.

"I think you are cleaning house. I'm tired. Tired of it all. Tired of the back stabbing." he said as he shook head. "As far as I'm concerned, burn it all down. Get it over with."

"I see," his captain said as he leveled his pistol. It was the last thing the lieutenant ever saw.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

"This is Empress Catherine Ramichov addressing the population of the Horathian Empire for the first time," Catherine said carefully. It was her first address to the people, and she wanted it to hit just the right tone. It had taken a lot of work to get the short message out. She wasn't sure about the punch, but she wanted to get it out quickly.

It was funny, something her late and unlamented grandmother had taught her. Many people planned up to an event but rarely the aftermath.

Well, she had, but not the events around it that had led to this point she hadn't figured on. Nor the additional audience of the hidden Federation ships. So she had to be quick and careful.

"My father and family are dead. Do not mourn them, for I ended their threat to our civilization once and for all. Had I not done so my father would have defiantly let Horath burn while continuing to think he was about to win."

She waited for that to sink in.

"My father enacted a paranoid act of genocide, first with the Ministry of Purity and Enlightenment, and then with his genocidal campaign that has turned the entire galaxy against us. I won't make excuses for his actions or those who supported him. We realize now that it was a mistake, something my father could and would never admit."

"Well, he's no longer among the living so this is now our problem. Now we have to deal with his legacy. My second act as empress is to renounce the bloodlust as Admiral Irons eloquently called it. No longer will we act on our baser impulses. We are better than that."

"For now we will work on search and rescue and help those we can as I consult with my new Ministers and the House of Lords on our next course of action. That is all."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

The Shinobi, ONI, and Catherine's supporters were turned loose to purge the Ministry of Purity and Enlightenment. Doctor Mengla was one of the casualties in that purge.

As the purge was underway, Catherine held a quiet meeting with her Admiralty.

"The big question is, despite the damage, can we hold?" she asked, looking at Malwin.

"None of our fortresses and mobile ships were hurt. We lost one ship to a prowler ramming it. There is some lingering damage, but the star system is otherwise secure."

"But that's not what I'm asking," she stated, still eyeing him. Each of the admirals were being kept on faith at the moment. They knew that they had a reason to be thankful but had to perform.

"If we can assemble enough of the mobile fleet and find a way through the mines to push them back to Garth and out of Finagle to get some breathing room, yes."

"If not?"

"Then we are done. It will only be a moment of time before they break us. They can deliver a Nova bomb to the star via a prowler and we'd never know it until the star started to become unstable."

"They could do that now and we'd only have minutes to react," Admiral Post murmured.

"Are we going to surrender, ma'am?" Admiral Rico asked.

All eyes fell on Catherine at the head of the table. She waited a long moment.

"No, we aren't. I hate to do it, but there is one other option." All eyes fell on the empress. "We go with the GOTH plan. We break out and then make a run for El Dorado. We pull in our horns and regroup there."

Slowly a few heads began to nod.

"But, in order to do that we can't do the attack on Garth. We can't do both, ma'am."

"I know. We're going to have to focus everything on the breakout through Finagle," Catherine stated.

"All right, next question, how do we do get past any mines there, and who do we take?" The countess asked.

"Good question. But I've got an idea about the mines," Catherine said slowly.
  


 



Epilogue
 

H001

Prowler UFN-055P arrived in H001 with the news and a complete download of information gathered from all of the prowlers. Once the ship cleared the defenses under construction at the jump point, the captain alerted Commodore Vargess and then the Admiralty through the ansible.

The prowler was one of the few remaining Poltergeist class and signaled she needed to be resupplied. "We shot ourselves dry. But boy did we have fun doing some damage!" the captain grinned as he talked with Commodore Vargess.

"I bet. We've got a package for you, plus fuel and food of course. My people will make the arrangements for you to dock."

"Thank you, sir. As soon as we get back there the better. I don't think this is over. Not by a long shot."

Trajan nodded.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Antigua

Admiral Irons received the news from H001 in a download. It didn't take him long to digest it. "Damn fine work. Sprite, make sure every one of those sailors gets a medal for this. They might not have ended the war in one stroke, but they damn well did a fine job cutting it that much shorter."

"Yes, sir."

According to the first part of the report an enemy fleet had gone to H001 and had been chewed up by the minefield. So, his plan had worked. Operationally offensive, tactically defensive. He'd turned his tendency to turtle into an advantage.

Most people didn't understand that. Most people didn't understand that you could build a defense for the enemy to break their teeth on and then hide behind it to forge his offensive weapon. Which was precisely what they'd done. Combine that with attrition warfare, the psych attack, and the cyber-attack and he had the means to break the enemy or at least open the door to the endgame.

Striking at the enemy's industry and fuel supply were classic strategic infrastructure strikes designed to inhibit their ability to wage war. Had the Japanese struck the fuel farms, refineries, and repair yards in Pearl Harbor they would have driven the U.S. back to the western coast for instance.

"Get ONI on the data. I realize we'll have to send the bulk of it to Garth and Monty and then to us. That's fine, have Trajan handle the transfer but get it done."

"Yes, sir. And the other issues?"

The admiral grunted. Horatio was in Pi and was most likely opening his orders right about now. "Fun," he said slowly. "You think it is nearly time to come clean about them?"

"I'd appreciate it," the A.I. said dryly.

"Well, we'll see. In the meantime, let's brief the cabinet. Liobat can release the news as soon as ONI and the Admiralty finish their own analysis of the attack."

"Aye aye, sir."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Horath

Captain Hough was still coming to terms with Catherine Ramichov's assumption of power. The latest cyber-attack at the anniversary of the eight-week promise mark had been only mildly effective. He'd anticipated that much.

All but his Poltergeist had recently departed for H001 for resupply. They would bring word to the Federation of the recent events including the change in leadership.

He was curious as to where it would all lead in the end.

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

To everyone's surprise Catherine kept her word and released the Shinobi and their Daimyo on a freighter to return to their homeworld. In order to do so, they would have to go through Finagle. It would be a test to see if there were any hyper mines there.

"What are the odds they'll get through?" Countess Newberry asked as she came up to stand beside Catherine as the empress watched the ship's departure.

Catherine waited a moment. "I don't know. They are noncombatants; if they are intercepted, they can tell the Feds that. It might play in our favor."

"Ah."

What she'd really hoped for was that the Daimyo would throw in with her and become a full ally. Apparently, that had been too much to ask for given their recent history.

No matter. They'd do what they could without them she thought as she watched the blinking lights of the small freighter fade in the distant void.

"So, you intend to keep your word," Countess Newberry said, eyeing her. "No tricks. No bombs on board. They really are leaving."

"Yes."

"Even though it is foolish. You could have easily kept him and gone back on your word."

Catherine shook her head. "No, it shows I'll get it done no matter the cost but keep my honor. Respect has to be earned."

"True." The countess wasn't the only one still grappling with how Catherine was different. She had come to realize that Catherine had been biding her time but also planning, always planning. She also had a clearer vision than her father did.

"Besides, I didn't want them at my back and pissed at me. This way it is a clean break. We might still lose, we might go down fighting, but I'm not willing to make any more sacrifices to my honor."

The countess raised an eyebrow in mild surprise. To hear Catherine say that was surprising. "Good, Your Majesty. Do you remember how many people a leader will sacrifice to get the job done but still keep their humanity?"

"As few as possible if I remember the quote right."

"Close enough. I may have misphrased mine as well. But it suits you. We might be turning over a new leaf."

"Let's certainly hope so."

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Ivan Drakov had been monitoring the news of the attack. He'd pulled his feelers in during the initial cyber-attack, but now that the first round was over, his people were putting out their feelers once more.

The attacks had come at just the right time; they were covering for him and his people. Everyone was looking up or at their computers and not paying the slightest attention to what he was doing.

"It just gets better and better," he murmured, turning to see a group of people being taken to the labs. If they were terrified now, they'd be even more so when they found what awaited them in the labs below he knew.

The future might be darker than some expected. Not him. He'd become a Necron because of that vision. It wasn't quite time to act on that vision, but soon.
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Dunatis -Captain: Lieutenant Commander Kenji Wong
 

Sword Breaker - Captain: Lieutenant Commander Chester Rohas
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Royal family:
 

Empress: Irazabeth (red queen) Jabberwocky Ramichov
 

Dowager Empress: Jezebel Pardoll Ramichov (reference biblical name) -mother of Pyotr.
 

Note: Pyotr is only surviving child due to court intrigue
 

Fiona- First wife of Pyotr. Mother of the twins. Assassinated by Jezebel.
 

Meredith - former consort of Pyotr. Died in a suspicious air car accident.
 

Crown Prince: Adam-twin to eldest princess (predate by 5 min) Naval officer home fleet Command -First Battlecruiser squadron -Commander Arkangel. KIA
 

Crown princess consort: Marina (white queen) Stuart -youthful, pale, white hair, black nails and lips. Graceful, soft spoken, seemingly sweet but actually very sadistic under the surface. Highly motivated to become empress.
 

-younger sister Vashti Stuart
 

Princess: Catherine Ramichov -Naval officer (Commodore) Home fleet staff operational officer to Admiral De Gaulte -on Executioner
 

Prince consort: None currently
 

Prince: Mason Ramichov -Marine officer lieutenant. Transferred to Star Mauler -Mother died prior to marriage. Captured by the Federation.
 

Princess consort: Dominitia Knowles.
 

Prince: -Marine Joseph Ramichov -blood brother to Mason. Mother died prior to marriage.
 

Princess consort: Annia Wong
 

Prince: -teenager in academy Kevin Ramichov -son of Irazebeth
 

Princess consort to be: Agnes Rico
 

Princess: Khali youngest child by second marriage (10) -Khali Judith Ramichov -daughter of Irazebeth
 

Contessa: Emperor's hand. (one of many) Speaks for him.
 

Minister of War: -Theodore Cruise Rico Duke of Hinata
 

Joint Chief of Staff:
 

Praetor of the Navy: -Malwin Cartwright Admiral and Baron male -Dead drop
 

-vice admiral Lewis Post: Ops officer
 

-Vice Admiral Rupert Bradley Ships -male
 

-Vice Admiral Latisha Nuert BuPers -female
 

Praetor of the Army: -Robert Levot General of the armies Baron of TFP -1 eye.
 

Consul of the Marquis: -Vice Admiral Ahab Grant Marquis
 

Minister of Intelligence: -Vice Admiral, countess, female Sabina Newberry, countess of Garth
 

Commodore Elvira Varbossa: Raven haired engineering genius. Lover to Catherine.
 

Armando Diaz: Resolution class HC -KIA all hands
 

Captain Vanessa Stuart
 

XO Male
 

TACO male
 

Navigator: Ned
 

Raymond: Sensor tech
 

6 Water Dwellers on board: -Tony
 

Status: selected to make a series of jumps into Fed space to sow the plagues behind enemy lines.
 

Rear Admiral Kuresh Quartermain
 

Chief of staff:
 

Staff TACO: Commander Raj Jaffa male
 

Staff Navigator: Lieutenant Abdul Tagger male
 

Captain Nedila flag captain -female
 

Hatak: division mate of flagship.
 

H001:
 

Captain Trentin: picket commander before Rear Admiral Zheng arrival.
 

Captain Bradley
 

Captain Sito : Courier captain
 

Rear Admiral Shino Zhen -new picket commander.
 

Vice Admiral thomas Knowles: Unimaginative bluff leader of Vengeance Fleet.
 

Rear Admiral Iruke Knowles: Commander of the Finagle picket
 

Commander Stuart: Male chief of staff
 

Male TACO
 

Captain Jasmine Fontain: flag captain and lover of the admiral.
 

XO-male
 

Pirate lords:
 

Count Gordon: SNHH governor. Horathian.
 

Ivan Drakov -mummy Ivan the terrible Necromonger and 1 of the leaders of the Necrons. Former famous pirate. Missing right arm and both legs below the knee. Has prosthetics. cybernetic right eye. Heavy scarring on his right side. Old, bald.
 

House of Lords
 

Sydney: Viscount of Telemark Junior lord. Fat.
 

Count Jason McAllen: Head of the Naval Affairs Committee
 

Bree Stuart
 

Theodore Varbossa
 

Evin Frost
 

Eden Paterson
 

Sayed Pardoll
 
  


 



Appendix
 

My Blog:
 

http://cyberforge3d.blogspot.com/
 

The Facebook Fan group:
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/582559128466667/
 

The Wiki:
 

 http://federation-datanet.wikia.com/wiki/Federation_AI_Historical_Datanet_Wiki
 
  






 


Recommended Reading Order
 

Time line of the Engineer Universe:
 

Chronological reading order
 

Founding Series:
 

*First Steps

Stepping Stones Founding Stories 1

To Touch the Stars

The Island of Moreau -Short Story Multiverse 2

Bumper and Boomer -Short Story Multiverse 2

The First AI War

Cornerstone: Tales of the Founding of the Federation 2

The First Terran Interstellar War 1 Desperate Defense

The First Terran Interstellar War 2 Waking the Sleeping Giant

Universal Translator Multiverse 4

The Good Ship UFSP Lollipop-Short Story Multiverse 2

Higher for Higher -Short Story Multiverse 1

Siren Call -Short Story Multiverse 1

The Stargate Program Multiverse 4

Ragnarok series:
Forthcoming
 

Kai's Story

Wandering Engineer:
 

*New Dawn

Fools Gold

Jethro Goes to War

Destiny's Choice

Ghost Station

Jethro First to Fight

Plague Planet

13 Degrees of Separation

Pirates Bane

Lewis and Clarke -Short Story Multiverse 2

Jethro No Place like Home

Ghosts From the Past

---Federation Reborn----
 

Bringer of Fire and Light -Short Story Multiverse 1

Battle Lines

Jethro Recruiting Drive

Pirate Rage

Tales of the Federation Reborn 1

Retribution

Horatio Logan Chronicles: 1 Enemy of my Enemy

Jethro 5 Ares God of War

Shelby Logan Chronicles: 1 Convoy

Horatio Logan Chronicles 2 Court-Martial

The Gathering Storm

Multiverse 3 short stories

Semper Fidelis short stories

A Piece of the Pi short stories

In Search of Pi

The Turning Tide

Pi Fight

Liberty or Death

Full Circle

Shiver Me Timbers (in parallel to other works)

Folklore

Wolfpack Multiverse 4

Will of Fire Multiverse 4

Christmas Multiverse 4

Blockade (in parallel to other works)
  


 



Sneak Peek
 

The following is a
raw
excerpt from We the People, the next book in the Founding of the Federation Series.
 

Alpha-G7-449351 star system

Captain Ivan 'the Terrible' Drakov watched his bridge crew as they slowly crossed the star system. His ship the Rosebud was a privateer, a converted freighter turned into a pirate ship with the addition of some off the shelf military hardware as well as some cobbled together weapons, shields, and other equipment.

He longed for the days when he'd had a proper warship under his boots. He'd been drummed out of the navy and was still bitter over being court-martialed and brigged. It had been stupid but he'd learned his lesson and had schemed to reach the point he was at now. And, because he'd had military grade implants and geriatric stabilization treatments, he was assured of living a long life.

To fulfill his plan he used judicious use of the stasis pods on his ship. He had calculated that if he used them properly he could stretch out his life span almost indefinitely. Sleeping in stasis beat the boredom of being on the ship during long stretches between ports.

Each successful strike added to his growing bank account and to his adopted clan. Eventually they'd be able to get to the point where he'd have his dream of having a proper warship again.

And then, oh, and then, he thought with a vicious grin. "Watch out galaxy," he murmured as his ship set her sights on his latest prize to be.

(^)#(^)
 

Although the terraforming station had the bulk of their satellites pointed to the ground and their work, that didn't mean they didn't have a series of satellites in geosynchronous orbit to relay communications, as well as satellites inward toward the sun to monitor it for activity. Mapping the solar cycle was a part of their package that took years of data.

Mapping the skies to make sure there were no inconvenient rocks that would hit and destroy all of their hard work was another part of the package. And one satellite, Echo-44 found something. Its computers analyzed the images and then sent it to the station for further processing.

It didn't take long for the station A.I. to note the anomaly was a starship. He dutifully logged the information and brought it to the station command team when they gathered for their daily meeting.

Aeyrn was at first interested in the contact but stiffened when she noted there was no ID. Nor had anyone announced the arrival.

"That's funny," Monique stated.

"What is?" Sho asked, sounding bored.

"The ship coming in. She's not giving off an IFF."

"What ship? Someone want to run that one past me again a little slower?" Sho demanded. He'd been focused on his implants as usual and hadn't been paying attention to the briefing. That was an ongoing problem with him, he was there physically but mentally he was checked out. He'd then complain that he hadn't been clued in to changes or no one had reminded him.

Aeyrn had taken to video recording things and then sending him the files to rub his nose into his inattentiveness.

"Could it be the resupply ship or an inspector?" Doctor Do asked carefully.

We're sure it's not Perth running a stupid drill and pranking us?" Sho demanded.

"No."

"One person at a time people," Aeyrn said evenly. She studied the readings but felt something grow cold within her. Ranginui's back trace said that the unknown came from the general vicinity of the jump points but not either one. And they were trying to come in stealthy so that said they were being cute.

Plus, she knew Klaus. He wouldn't pull a stunt like this. An inspection or supply ship would have come in broadcasting an IFF.

"Is it a false reading? A rock?"

"It's not a rock, it is slowing down," the A.I. pointed out.

"I see that," Aeyrn stated quietly.

"Where's the navy when we need them?" Sho asked caustically. You could strip paint with his tone.

"Obviously elsewhere. They waited until Perth was long gone before they waltzed in," Aeyrn said softly.

The others were quiet. Finally, Doctor Do cleared his throat. "You believe it is a pirate then," he said in a voice that said he'd come to that conclusion as well.

She nodded eyes still on the holographic image of the intruder. "It is the only thing that fits."

"What can we do?" Doctor Do asked.

"Do? Dick all," Sho scoffed. "We're fracked. They won't allow any witnesses," he said with a shake of his head.

"Can you... turn the laser satellites around? Use them to attack them?" someone asked, clearly trying to think out of the box.

"Sho, look into that."

"We don't have the means to target them."

"Flip the observation satellites too. Figure something out," Aeyrn ordered. That would keep her people busy as she tried to formulate some other response. "And look into evacuating the station."

The room broke into chatter of disbelief over that idea.

"Where?" Sho said, booming voice cutting over the chatter and silencing many protests. "To the planet? It's mostly geologically active. I don't know of much that isn't currently covered in slowly cooling lava," he reminded her.

"Somewhere is better than here," she said, shaking her head. "Just give me options," she said firmly.

Sho grimaced but then nodded.

(^)#(^)
 

The rest you can read in 2019 sometime!
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