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Chapter 1

 

 

 

Lieutenant Jenkins was pinned down. The Earth ships had strafed his position a few minutes ago and there were dead and dying troops all around him. He ducked his head as a volley of projectiles ricocheted off the window frame he was hiding behind.

 

“Lieutenant Jenkins!” He looked over his shoulder. One of the sergeants was crawling across the debris strewn floor towards him.

 

“Stay low, Sergeant.” Crouching down on his knees he turned toward the man.

 

“Sir, we’ve been ordered to hold at all costs.” The sergeant looked haggard and worn. A fine trickle of blood crept down his forehead.

 

“What? That’s insane! Half the regiment got wiped out by that last attack.”

 

“Sir, we told them that, and they insisted! The Earth ships dropped four divisions on us. They are barely holding onto the main city. They did promise to send us some reinforcements as soon as they can. We are to hold, Sir.”

 

“Damn. OK. Round up as many men as you can. We will use this house as our main position and defend from here. Get the men to start digging in!” The sergeant nodded his head and began crawling his way back to the CP area.

 

A screaming cry from above made the lieutenant flinch and glance up. Another of those damned Earth bombers was making a run. He ducked behind the house’s window as fusion bomblets peppered the regiments’ former position. His men were digging in around the house at a frantic pace. He gazed out the shattered window at the once fine neighborhood. This house sat on a small overlook making it both an excellent OP and the best available defensible position. The houses surrounding this once magnificent mansion were blasted and smoking. It was sheer luck that any of his command was still alive. All he could do was mentally curse both his superiors and the damned Cabal that led them. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Earth was supposed to help them...

 

 

Sixteen hours earlier...

 

 

“Does everyone understand their orders?” Major Frederick Benteen was on his last nerve. For some reason, the Seventh Regiment was not the smartest on the planet. You would think with all the purges lately someone in his command would have something that resembled a brain. Most of the officers were nodding their heads. But the ones in the front still seemed to have questions. Taking a deep breath the Fredrick called on one of the lieutenants.

 

“Lieutenant Raymond, what is your question?”

 

“Sir, won’t we be exposed on the civilian highway? I understand the need to assemble at the landing fields, but what if they attack us, Sir?”

 

“Attack us? Lieutenant Raymond weren’t you paying any attention to anything? This is the Earth fleet! We built this Empire for them. They are here to bring us into the fold. The former Empire of Man is now the Earth Empire. Finally we’ll have peace with the galaxy under the control of the UN. It’s what we have spent our whole lives working for. Now, once again: Our division has been selected to meet the ships as they land. The other three planetary divisions are to secure our bases and prepare for inspection. Command has been instructed by the Earth Admiral Alpha 222 to have all troops lined up and ready to receive review. We assume this will be done from space or LEO. We all need to look our best.”

 

Seeing a different officer raise their hand he pointed at them. “Captain Nine, did you have something to say?”

 

“Yes, Sir. Are we going to this event armed? Our troops will look better with arms at attention than without.”

 

The Major thought about that for a moment. Command had not said yea or nay about arms. “Approved. Make sure they clean them. I want no greasy weapons for this review. Is that understood?”

 

The Captain nodded his understanding. Command Sergeant Major Julie Velasquez sat at the back of the room. She made a note on her tablet and sent instructions to all the noncoms in the regiment to issue weapons and ammo. Better to be safe. She was a supporter of the Cabal but was not completely trusting of Earth. Her grandparents were some of the forced immigrants and didn’t survive the trip. But she dared not voice any objection. They would kill her outright. Better to hide in the shadows.

 

“Good. Now get your troops moving! ETA on the Earth fleet is less than three hours from now.” The Major smiled to himself. This was it! It was finally time to be rewarded for all the hard work and subterfuge.

 

The officers scattered to get the men and women in their respective commands up and ready. The airtrucks were standing by and loaded. All around the planet similar events were taking place. 

 

In many cases the troops lining up didn’t have weapons at all.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Miguel 009 sat inside the command center watching the orbital tracks of the enormous Earth Fleet. They had dropped out of jump a few hours ago. The first group had set off every alarm and alert on the planet. At first the New Imperial forces assumed it was a League attack. As the ships continued to arrive they assumed it must be Earth. Mars, even with their hidden fleet didn’t have a thousand ships. It was all he could do to not rub his hands together in anticipation. With this many ships they could roll right over those that opposed them and conquer the whole galaxy. It would be so nice to go home. He missed the sights and smells of Earth so very much.

 

“Sir, we are receiving a message on the Earth frequency!”

 

“Put it up on the screen. Everyone look alive!”

 

The main screen lit up showing the deck of a large ship. Ship’s personnel could be seen moving about and working. Many in the command center began to murmur when they noticed that the people all had the same faces. The rumors were true. Clones!

 

“Quiet down or face the consequences!” Miguel 009 stared at the screen. They were not all the same face. Here and there were clones in different colored uniforms and faces. A stern looking man stepped into view.

 

“My name is Alpha 222, who am I addressing?”

 

“Sir, my name is Miguel 009; I rule here. I present you with the new Earth Empire.”

 

“Miguel. Yes. I was informed that you are the leader of the Cabal. I will be landing some peacekeeping troops in a few hours. I would like for several things to be ready for us at that time. We would like for your naval vessels to stand down and prepare to be boarded. We will inspect them first then land our ground inspection teams. I need your forces to be lined up and ready to stand in review. The Program sends its regards and wishes for you and those with you to reap the rewards you have been promised.”

 

Miguel smiled at that. “I assume that Johann 009 managed to reach you with our gathered intelligence.”

 

“Yes. The Gen Mod Johann was well received by my brethren on the Colossus. Unfortunately he was terminated in the cowardly attack by Mars. It was only sheer luck that the brave captains of a segment of our fleet managed to break free and bring the information back to Earth. Mars will be dealt with soon, I promise you.”

 

“We had wondered, when Johann failed to respond. All will be done as you ask. Are there any special instructions for me from the Program?”

 

Alpha 222 glanced off-screen at someone. He looked back and smiled. “I was not given anything. But I will send to Earth and ask. Was there something specific?”

 

Miguel frowned. His memory was still pretty clear of the meeting with the Program’s leaders over a century ago. Special codes were to be given as a failsafe. There was only one way to be sure. “Can you pass a message to General Allen? He was supposed to give me specific code words.”

 

It was Alpha 222s turn to frown. He looked off-screen again. “General Allen? I am afraid you have me there. We don’t have a General Allen in the service. Our ground command was abolished over a century ago.”

 

“General Jeremy Allen?” At the Alpha’s shake of the head Miguel knew something was wrong. Warily, he looked back up at the screen. “We will begin preparations. I have already issued orders to the fleet to stand down.”

 

“Good. We will see you on the ground in a few hours then.” The screen went dark. Miguel looked at his fellow Cabal leaders.

 

“We have a problem.”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Zeta 069 looked over at his commander again. The twisted interrogator looked troubled. “Sir, I think he suspects.”

 

“What can he know? All of our people were either killed in Mars orbit or at the battle in the New Texas system. The suicide triggers will have taken care of any survivors. He can’t know anything.”

 

“It’s possible that the human Program leaders left some sort of code system in place. General Jeremy Allen was the name of one of the early human leaders. Our records are very spotty when it comes to any orders he may have given to the Gen Mods. When this Miguel’s ship left Earth the human leaders were already in rebellion with the Program’s goals. They set this Cabal up in order for them to rule. Not us.”

 

“If he was human, he would have been long gone by now. They are so fragile and break very easily.” The Alpha smiled at the thought of breaking humans.

 

“They were the first recipients of the treatments that were applied to the Gen Mods. If their rebellion had succeeded, they might still survive.”

 

“What happened to this General Allen?”

 

The Zeta smiled. He had been a witness to history. “It was part of the last battle we had with the human army. Sort of their last gasp. The Gen-Mods and we few clones chased them halfway across the North American continent. They went to ground at a former human city called Austin. The General and his fellow traitors were hold up in heavily armored bunkers below the former State Capitol in that city. We hit it with an orbital strike then followed up with a firebomb attack that made Dresden look like a backyard barbecue. Any survivors were rooted out and executed.”

 

“Austin? Dresden? Where are those?” The Alpha looked confused.

 

“They aren’t there anymore so don’t worry about it, Sir. The answer to your question is that he was killed. Should I make extra arrangements in case they suspect?”

 

“No. The plan will proceed as planned. Activate the Jamming system and signal our boarding squads. It is time to take what is rightfully ours.”

 

The orders were given and small craft began leaving the Earth ships. Hundreds began streaming toward the Space station and the half dozen Imperial ships circling the planet.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Admiral Keller stood in the command center of the Space station. He had been witness to the transmission from the Earth fleet. On a personal level he was ready for them to get here. His entire life had been about this moment.  “Is the honor guard prepared?”

 

“Sir, I have sent my very best men to take care of it. They have orders to offer every courtesy.”

 

“Good work, Captain Libby. You will go far with me if you continue this way.”

 

“Thank you, Sir!” Captain Libby smiled. It was incredibly hard to get ahead under “Old Iron-pants.” She was working towards becoming the first new female Admiral and gaining this cranky old man’s support was crucial.

 

“Make sure your man knows to send their commanders to me. I will turn the station over to them personally.”

 

“Sir.” She saluted and returned to her station. Everything had better be perfect or heads would roll down there...

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Watching through the view-ports, the greeting party waited for the shuttles to land and the hangar to re-seal before lining up as an honor guard. The Earth shuttles were bigger than the ones the Empire used. Three of the large ones had landed and as the hatches began to open the commander of the party called the men to attention. It was the last order he would ever give.

 

Firing in unison the boarding troops blew large holes through all the greeters.

 

“Sir, we are on board. No resistance.”

 

“Excellent. Save any Gen Mods you find for me. You may terminate the rest; they’re only humans, after all.”

 

Delta team leader 117 smiled. His troops were chomping at the bit to go all out. Shipboard duty was boring. “The order is given. Unleash the dogs of war! No quarter is to be given. Enjoy yourselves. Bring any surviving Gen Mods to the hangar deck.”

 

The black clad troops howled with glee and charged out of the hangar area. The screams of their victims could immediately be heard.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

“Admiral, we have lost comms inside the station! External comms are down too, Sir!”

 

“What! Now? Damn them. Contact engineering and get those lazy bastards to work! Don’t they know we have important visitors?” The old Admiral stomped over to the communication console and gave it a swift kick.

 

Rolling her eyes at the Admiral’s actions, Captain Libby took a deep breath and spoke. “Admiral Keller, I will send runners down to pass the message. It will be faster.”

 

“Excellent idea, Captain. Make it so.” Trying not to smile, the Captain grabbed the entire communications section and dispersed them to the various decks to pass the word.

 

Ensign Seth was the first out the door to the emergency stairwell. He knew the others would take the lifts. He wanted to be the first to pass the messages and take the credit. He had watched how the Captain worked the Admiral. 

 

He had only just set foot on the stairs when he heard screams echoing up. Freezing in place he peered over the edge and looked down. Black forms were rapidly climbing the stairs. The thunder of their footsteps drowned out the screams. Eyes wide with fright he turned back and ran toward the command center.

 

The frantic ensign was stopped by the Imperial Marine at the door. He gestured and tried to spit out what he had heard. Captain Libby noticed the commotion and went to stop it before the Admiral noticed.

 

“Ensign! Why are you not below?”

 

“Captain! Thank the gods! We have to run, they are coming!”

 

“Who is coming? By the Seal what is your problem?”

 

“I went down the stairs and heard screams echoing up from below. I looked and hundreds of monsters were running up the stairs!”

 

The Captain looked at the gibbering ensign with disdain. She motioned to the Marine. “Check it out.”

 

The Marine checked his sidearm and stepped through the door. The Captain heard the sound of a shot and a loud crash! She tried to close the door but was not strong enough. A black uniformed arm came through the gap in the door and slammed it open. The ensign was thrown to the deck as black-clad troops rushed through the door.

 

“What is the meaning of this intrusion!” Admiral Keller saw the troops and began yelling.

 

The first Delta through the door began shooting at the command crew. It was like shooting targets on the range. The Imperial navy officers just stood there in shock. Admiral Keller took a head shot that put an end to him. Captain Libby barely had time to stand before she was put down.

 

“Command Center is secure. Search the upper decks!” More of the Delta troops ran up the stairs to the few upper levels. The rest rounded up the few surviving human crewman. It was time to play. Their screams joined those of the rest of the station’s crew.

 

The same thing was happening on every ship in orbit. Black clad Delta troops were killing every human on board.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

“Sir, we have lost contact with the Station and we seem to be jammed.”

 

Miguel 009 grimaced. He had hoped that he was wrong. “Contact the Lone Starr. It’s at the starport. Tell them to make ready to depart, code Zeta.”

 

He glanced at the orbital plot. Hundreds of additional craft were launching from the Earth ships. “Send orders to the honor parties to break out weapons. This is an invasion not a landing party.”

 

The command crew just stared at him in shock. “Dammit! Do as I say. Send those orders.”

 

Miguel stormed out of the center and began to run. Maybe he could get to the ship before it was too late...

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

“What do you mean changed? How can they change our orders now? The fleet is landing and we need to greet them...”

 

“Sir, the order came from Miguel 009 himself. We are to assume the Earth ships are hostile and act accordingly.” The comms officer cringed as he said it. The Major didn’t react to bad news well.

 

Major Frederick Benteen just glared at his officer. “Get them back on! I want to hear those orders myself.”

 

The comms officer was still trying to get command back on the line when Command Sergeant Major Velasquez spotted the attack craft. Her quick thinking saved half the regiment. She grabbed the Major and jerked him back toward his seat and snatched the comm system link out of the bewildered officer’s grasp.

 

“This is Velasquez: scatter! I repeat: scatter! Bombers inbound!” The comm link was snatched out of her hands by an outraged Major Benteen.

 

“How dare you! I will see you up on charges for this! Corporal, arrest her.” Corporal Furse had no idea what to do. She had an irate Major screaming at her on one side and her boss on the other. The decision was taken from her as the truck's driver spotted the bombers and jerked the airtruck out of formation and crashed into one of the houses beside the street.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Block leader Spencer Pierson was eating his lunch and gazing out at his tiny kingdom when his son Finn ran up and broke him from his revelry. “Dad! What kind of ships are those?”

 

He son was pointing in the direction of the landing field. Large dark shapes were appearing out of the clouds and beginning to land. “I don’t know. They aren’t Imperial designs. They might be the Earth Fleet. Go check the vid.”

 

Finn hit the vid button, and the screen was nothing but fuzz. “Dad! The vid’s broken or something!”

 

Spencer barely heard his son. All of his concentration was on the small craft the big ships were launching. They were forming up. Their altitude and behavior rang a tiny bell in his brain. They reminded him of something. Before he was the Block leader, Spencer had served in the Imperial Fleet with distinction. His loyalty and perseverance is what got him this house and responsibilities. Even though he had been a quartermaster, he knew the basics.  What they were doing came to him just as the bombs began to fall.

 

“Finn! Get down!”

 

Finn was still fiddling with the vid controls when he felt, rather than heard, his father as he was tackled him to the ground. The entire house shook as very loud explosions sounded outside. Pushing his son down and telling him to stay put, Spencer crawled to the window and looked out through the broken panes.

 

The neighborhood he stood watch over was in flames. The attacking fighter bombers were dropping incendiary bombs everywhere. He watched in horror as a ground-force column trying to dodge the falling bombs crashed through several houses. The fighters began to strafe the fleeing civilians and Imperial troops alike. Crawling to a different window he could see smoke rising from Fort Jardine.

 

“Dad! What’s going on? Is the League attacking us?”

 

Looking around Spencer had no answer for his son. The floor of his beautiful home was littered with broken glass. He could trace bullet holes on the walls. Who still used projectile weapons?

 

“Dad, everything is on fire! Should we call the fire department?”

 

“Finn! Get away from that window!” Dragging his son to the floor, he pushed him towards the stairs. His house was made from double-reinforced-plastcrete to withstand the occasional earthquake. It should serve as a good bomb shelter, but up here on the hill it made a good target too. Maybe he could protect his son in the garage...

 

 

~~~~

 

 

The first bomb hit the lead vehicle dead center. Major Benteen stared in horror as the airtruck exploded in a ball of flame. It appeared that no one got out. Corporal Furse pushed past him and cleared the vehicle. She was followed by CSM Velasquez and the rest of the command staff. They ran for the nearest cover which was a culvert between two houses.

 

“Do we go back for him?” The corporal gazed at the airtruck. Major Benteen was still inside screaming into the comm system.

 

“He’s an idiot, but he is still in charge. I’ll get him.” The Command Sergeant Major hadn’t gotten ten feet when a second barrage of bombs eliminated the problem for her. She hit the ground hard, and half crawled back to the others.

 

“Julie, if that accident on the road had not delayed us…” The CSM had jerked up at the use of her name by the corporal. She nodded. They had left the Fort Jardine on time but were delayed by an aircar accident involving injuries. Despite the Major’s yelling she had instructed the convoy to wait and aid the victims, per procedure. If they had been on schedule, the entire column would have been wiped out at the airfield. She wondered if that was the plan all along.

 

“Break out the short range comms and see what we have left. We need to contact higher authority for orders. Dale, see if you can contact any of the officers. We will need orders to keep this legal.” The corporal nodded her head and crawled toward one of the trucks that had penetrated a house.

 

“By the Gods! What a cluster fuck!” Julie looked at the command staff and told them to follow her. The house to the right of the culvert looked sturdy enough.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Alpha 222 gazed down at the cloud covered ball. Somewhere down there his men were capturing an Empire. He sensed rather than felt someone at his back. “Do we have the preliminary reports back yet?”

 

Zeta 069 answered immediately. “No, Sir. Not all of them. What we do have suggests that the ruse worked. We were able to take the station easily. When we jammed the communication system, we crippled their fleet. It was a complete surprise to the Naval ships. Only one managed to regain power, but we stopped it before it could jump. The Gamma and Epsilon teams are on their way now. They will start copying the technology and put it toward our uses.”

 

The Alpha didn’t even look at the interrogator. Technology transfer was the primary mission of the fleet. It was one of the main reasons they had attacked the Cabal forces in the first place. Gen Mods were smart. They could not be allowed on board the ships. They would have noticed the antiquated systems and mechanics. Earth had lost too much ground in the intervening years.  “Good. Have we heard anything from the ground?”

 

“The fighter bombers were a huge help, Sir. They took out most of the larger units and according to reports are mopping up the resistance. Ground forces are landing now.”

 

“Make sure they know to capture any Gen Mods they run across. We need intel. Are the rest of the Zetas ready?”

 

Zeta 069 smiled. “Yes, Sir. They are very excited. It has been almost a century since we have set up extermination camps. Do you wish us to interrogate people first?”

 

Alpha 222 appeared to think for a moment. “Go ahead. I would suggest only with the higher ranking civilian or military leaders. I leave it up to your judgment. Tell your people to not take too much time. We have a great many planets to bring into the fold. They can have their fun later when it is all over.”

 

“That is true, Sir. I will pass the message along. How many would you like us to leave?”

 

“Tell them to separate out the strongest, we will need them to rebuild. Be sure to leave some breeding stock too. Get rid of the rest.”

 

The Zeta left the bridge to commence the obliteration of a people. The Alpha could only smile. So it had begun.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

All that was left of the Seventh Regiment’s officers were a small handful of lieutenants. The rest had died along with their men in the first attack. About a quarter of the regiment was gone. Fortunately they had weapons and plenty of sergeants to go around.

 

“Lieutenant Jenkins, what are your orders?” CSM Velasquez looked at the confused young officer.

 

“Are you sure that none of the higher officers made it?”

 

“It’s confirmed, Sir. They all died in the first wave. Captain Union is still alive, but she was hit by incendiary rounds and has burns over ninety percent of her body. She’s in no condition to give any orders. The doc says she won’t last the day. Of the surviving lieutenants, you are the most senior.”

 

“Damn. What’s our status?” The lieutenant straightened up and tried to appear in charge.

 

“For the moment we are under cover and spread out in a one-block radius. Most of our men have weapons. The supply truck wasn’t hit and has been moved to a secure civilian garage.”

 

The lieutenant pulled up a map of the area on his tablet. “This is the main road between the airfield and the city. We need to prevent troops from reaching the city.” Pointing at several locations he stated. “Set up ambush sites here, here, and here. Tell the men to take out any vehicles first. The more wreckage, the better the road will be blocked. They can still do an end-run around us but not with heavy vehicles or tanks. Those have to come down this road. Are we in contact with higher authority?”

 

Command Sergeant Major Velazquez winced. “Sort of, Sir. We got through on the short range comm. The Earth ships pulled a real fast one on command. All our troops were lined up in the open just waiting to be slaughtered when they attacked. It was a complete rout. Very few have reported in. Command is very chaotic right now. The Earth ships hold the orbitals; that we know for sure. They jammed the comm frequencies and took control of the station first. Those Navy boys didn’t have a chance.”

 

“This just gets worse and worse... OK, until we hear different, set up the ambush.” He looked around at the neighborhood houses. “Up there. Send some spotters up to that house. It’s perfect for an observation point.”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

The large troopships settled into place on the landing field. The three enormous ships were of a new design for Earth. Special ramps and exits would allow the four Delta Divisions on each to unload at breakneck speeds. Armored vehicles and tanks began rolling down the ramps.

 

Delta 2955 watched as his troops marched down the ramp and secured the area. Shots began to ring out as the recon teams encountered survivors of the attack or civilian workers.

 

“Sir, we need some of those humans!”

 

The Delta commander gave the Zeta a funny look. “Our sensors show several hundred million of the vermin here on the planet. There will be some left for you. Don’t worry. My men have had a long trip and need to blow off some steam.”

 

“Sir, my orders from the Alpha are to begin setting up the first of the extermination camps. Can your men clear us an area for that?”

 

Checking the map he pointed to a spot next to the main terminal. “Here. Will this suffice?”

 

The Zeta looked at the map and smiled. “Yes, Sir. It is close to the main terminal and there is nothing but concrete. Little chance for escape. How soon can it be cleared?”

 

“We will hunt down the vermin for you. Yes, yes, we will save some for you to play with. Moving the aircars and debris is your job not mine.”

 

“Understood. I will draft some of the Gamma’s for that. They need to check for new tech, anyway.”

 

The Delta nodded his consent. He, like many in his command, might not like the Zeta’s, but they were very practical. More and more armored vehicles rolled off the big ships. This was their planet now, and they intended to stay.

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

Present Day…

 

 

A loud explosion shook the house. The Earth ships had returned for another bombing run. Lieutenant Jenkins and what was left of the Seventh Regiment were dug in around the house on the hill. Previously the residence of Block Leader Spencer Pierson, the house was a perfect observation post. From the second floor snipers could cover the a large portion of the only road from the airfield to the Capital.  The surrounding area was once a quiet neighborhood of stylish homes. Now it was a smoking and burnt out wasteland filled with rubble. Going off-road was out of the question for vehicles.

 

“Lieutenant Jenkins, do you think they’ll attack us directly?” Jenkins looked up from his battle map at Corporal Reno.

 

“From the way they are bombing us I think that’s fairly likely, Marcus. That last wave took out our last airtruck and the main med station. Either they got lucky or they have thermal sensors in those ships. This is the only road to the Capital. The last communication I received from command stated that they were under attack. Commando troops took out the main power grid and were assaulting the command center itself. We were ordered to hold to the last man.”

 

“Can we? Sir, don’t get angry! I’m not advocating desertion. But half the regiment is dead, and all we have to fight with are small arms and a few large guns. If CSM Velasquez hadn’t put those on the truck, we would already be screwed!”  

 

The lieutenant turned away for a moment before answering quietly. “Marcus, we will hold. If we have to, we will strip weapons from the dead and from our enemies. Command has promised us reinforcements. This is for the sake of our world. Remember how this started? These Earth troops were our allies! They want something. We need to prevent them from getting it. Whatever it is. Now, get back to your position!” 

 

The corporal turned and left the main house. Trenches had been dug surrounding the house and garage. The two main guns were bunkered into positions that covered the main road. This was going to get nasty...

 

Inside the garage Block Leader Spencer Pierson checked the bandage on the soldier in front of him. His personal aircar had been used by one of the regiment’s scouts to try to contact command. The once pristine plascrete floor was covered in wounded and dying men and women. His son Finn was helping out by providing water to those that needed it. This sort of thing was not what he had wanted for his son. The former quartermaster had not allowed Finn to join the military. That part of his life was over. Earth was an ally not an enemy!  From the corner of his eye he spotted one of the officers in charge. Spencer stood and stepping carefully walked over to him.

 

“Lieutenant Kent? Can I speak to you?” The young officer looked up with weary eyes and nodded.

 

“What can I do for you, Block Leader?”

 

“Lieutenant, my son should not be exposed to this! When are you being relieved? I want my house back.”

 

Lieutenant Kent looked at the self-important man and began to laugh. The Block Leader glared at him and he laughed some more. Still chuckling, he addressed the now fuming political appointee. “Relieved? Let me show you something.” He grabbed the man by his arm and dragged him up the stairs into his home.

 

It was the first time Spencer had been upstairs since the he and Finn entered the garage. His once finely decorated living space was blackened and burnt. Broken glass and bits of furniture covered his imported mohair carpet. Soldiers crouched behind his antique furniture piled underneath the windows. The lieutenant continued to drag him up the stairs to the second level. Spencer felt a tear leave his eye and roll down his cheek. His late wife had installed the stained-glass windows personally. They were now shattered and broken. Lieutenant Jenkins glanced their way and then looked back outside.

 

Lieutenant Kent pointed to the outside deck, and the now broken windows. “Go ahead and look!” Spencer hesitated; he didn’t trust these people. “Do it!”

 

Stepping forward Spencer looked out the window. The once very expensive neighborhood with its fine houses and gates was gone. In its place was nothing but ruin.

 

 “That is reality. You want to leave? Leave. Take your chances out there like your neighbors did. The Earthies shot them down like they will you.”

 

Spencer looked away from the scene and could see both Lieutenants looking at him with disdain. “What have I done to either of you?”

 

The older of the two, Lieutenant Jenkins held up his hand. “It’s not you specifically. You’re a politician. You and those like you created this mess. No one has even seen an Earth ship in over a hundred years except for the Martians. I know you saw those reports from last year’s battle. The newsies downplayed it but we in the military payed attention. Why would a planet that no one has heard from in a century make an alliance with us? We know about the Cabal and how you have been working toward a better galaxy. Blah blah blah. Why? Why is Earth doing this to us? Didn’t we invite them in?”

 

The politician in Spencer wanted to refute everything this warmonger was saying, but his evidence was outside his own house. “My family have been members of the Cabal since the beginning. Our goal has always been to unite the galaxy under a common rule, Earth. I don’t have an answer. We were taught that they would come and save us from the confusion and lawlessness.”

 

Both officers just looked at each other. “Confusion? Lawlessness? Before the recent ‘revolution’ the Empire spanned ten galaxies and had over thirty planetary members. How is that lawlessness?”

 

“It’s what we are taught.” Spencer turned and walked back downstairs.

 

“Well, that explains a lot. Our leaders are a bunch of brainwashed idiots.”

 

“That’s a bit harsh Clark, but ultimately I agree with you. But don’t you come from a Cabal family too?”

 

The younger officer sighed. “Sort of. My Cabal and this Cabal are different groups.” At the strange look he got he elaborated. “Back on Hong Kong my family were Earth supporters. My ancestors were UN employees that were sent to infiltrate the local government and bring it in line with Earth's policies. For some reason contact was lost, and we were abandoned by the Cabal. So they organized and built up a network of their own. My family has only been in contact with the Cabal here for less than fifty years. Former Governor Norton was our contact with your Cabal. We were on our own for over a century. Your Cabal has different goals. It is almost like each group was given conflicting orders. My family tried to follow the new orders from Miguel and his people, but our planet is a farming colony. We don’t have a large military presence on Hong Kong. The Lee family dominated that, and they were not among us. We tried to do as Miguel ordered, but failed. I almost lost my children, my whole family. In the end, the Hong Kong government rounded my group up, loaded us all on transports and flew us here.”

 

Lieutenant Jenkins nodded. That explained a lot. “I was aware of the Cabal transports. I didn’t know you were on one. This is a huge mess.” Glancing outside he saw movement in the sky. “Get to cover, here they come again!”

 

The two men raced to the stairs as a flight of bombers buzzed the house. Explosions were heard but not at the house. They ventured out and saw the bombers hitting a section of the neighborhood along the road.

 

“Get that idiot back up here. We need to know what’s over there.” Clark nodded and went downstairs to look for Spencer.

 

He found the former Imperial quartermaster curled up in his former bedroom closet crying. All attempts to drag him out failed. “Damn it to hell!” He gave the man a sharp kick and went back down to the garage. Finn, Spencer’s son, was still helping the overworked medics.

 

“Finn, can you do something for us?”

 

“Yes, sir. Whatcha need?”

 

“The bombers are hitting something up the road. We are unfamiliar with the area can you tell us what is over there?”

 

“Sure, Dad is better but I can do it. Where is Dad anyway?” The boy looked around in search of his father.

 

“Your Dad is helping us in another part of the house. Can you come upstairs? It might be dangerous.”

 

Finn shrugged his shoulders and followed the officer upstairs. Looking around in shock he peered in through the doorways as they went. “Is the whole house like this? Dad’s gonna freak!”

 

Clark grimaced but refrained from responding to the comment.

 

“Finn, come over here by the window. Keep low if you can.”

 

The teenager crouched down and crawled over to the window. He peered over the edge. 

 

“The bombers are hitting something just around the corner. What is over there?”

 

Finn’s mouth was open; he could barely speak and all he could do was stare at the destruction around his house. His eyes suddenly focused on a hand snapping its fingers in front of his eyes. “Kid, snap out of it!”

 

“... Sorry. What did you ask me?”

 

“Any idea what they are bombing?” Finn followed the lieutenant’s finger. Earth bombers were strafing and bombing something just out of sight of the house.

 

“The only thing over there is the shopping center and Dad’s government office.”

 

“Interesting. Is the building fortified? Does it have some sort of shelter there?”

 

Finn sat down and thought for a moment. “The Government building is built of the same stuff this house is. Or at least that’s what Dad says. I think there is an earthquake shelter or something there too.”

 

The two officers looked at each other. “Finn, you can go back downstairs. Watch out for the glass and debris.”

 

Both men watched as Finn left.

 

“What are you thinking?”

 

“Most likely the same as you Clark: That is where all the people went. Those that weren’t at work or whatever sought shelter at the government center. Those Earth ships must have detected them. But why attack them now?”

 

“I think I know, Sir.” Jenkins looked over at Clark and saw what he saw. Dark shapes could be seen in the distance making their way up the road.

 

“Ground troops. They are softening the bunker up. But why? They are civilians, I doubt there is a weapon among them.”

 

“They don’t know that. Damn. They are too far for us to get to. Hopefully they just take them prisoner. Find Velasquez, and let's get everyone into position. This day just got a whole lot longer.”

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

“Sir, my special units were unable to secure the command center. They have anti-ship batteries surrounding that city. None of my dropships were able to get through their barrage.”

 

Alpha 222 looked at the Delta commander with the disdain of leadership. “Do you have any good news for me?”

 

“Yes, Sir. We caught the Cabal leader, the Gen Mod known as Miguel 009. He tried to escape in a small shuttle hidden on the outskirts of the city. We have him secured in the hold.”

 

The Alpha smiled. “Excellent work Delta 2955, I will rescind the pain amplifier order for you. The Zeta’s will be disappointed, but we have some Gen Mods for them to play with now. Now that we have Miguel, do we even need that city?”

 

Looking at the battle map Delta 2955 traced what his commander was looking at. “No, Sir. Not really. The tech centers are located here, here, and here. They kept them out of the city itself. I’m sure we can find copies of any information the city contains at the other cities. I have one request before you terminate them.”

 

The Alpha looked at the Delta with raised eyebrows. It was unusual for them to request anything. “What is it?”

 

Pointing to the battle map Delta 2955 swept his hand across a section. “This location, Sir. I would like for my troops to neutralize this first. They have proved troublesome.”

 

“How so?”

 

“Sensors show them to be human. They have killed three of my top commanders and destroyed several of my advance platoons. They are dug in on this hill here.” He pointed on the map. “We have been unsuccessful in digging them out. My men are fired up. They see this as a stain upon our honor and we cannot allow any word of humans defeating us to get out.”

 

“Approved. You have four hours. After that I will allow you an additional hour to get to a safe distance. No more, Understand?”

 

“Yes, Sir. Thank you Sir.” The Alpha waved him away. He stepped over to a small cluster of Zetas.

 

“What is your status?”

 

“Sir, the processing center is complete. We have started processing the population. So far we have a small group of Gen Mods already in custody. The pits are being dug as we speak.”

 

“Good work. The criminal leader of the Cabal is in our custody. Drain him but keep him alive. The Program wishes for him to be sent back. We are going with the Omega option for the main city. Keep your people clear.” Alpha 222 stepped inside his shuttle. He would watch the Delta assault from his ship.

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

“Sir, we searched the bodies of the Earth troops.” Command Sergeant Major Velazquez stood before her commander with a strange weapon in her hands. “They were equipped with these.”

 

“What sort of rifle is that CSM?”

 

She popped out a magazine and showed the lieutenant. “It’s a slug thrower. I learned about these things in school. This is a copy of a very old Earth weapon called a STEN gun. It is a sub-machine gun. It was extremely useful during some of Earth’s first modern wars. This thing surprises me, Sir. Earth is supposed to be this technological giant. Why use these things? They’re antiques.”

 

“Can our troops use them?”

 

She nodded. “Of course. Super easy Sir. We picked up a lot of ammo for them too. They came in unprepared; don’t expect that again, Sir.”

 

“Thank you Julie. I expect they will hit us with more troops next time. Get those issued quickly.”

 

“Already ahead of you Sir.” She ducked out of the room. Lieutenant Jenkins pinched the area between his eyes and then rubbed it. The next time the Earth troops attacked they might not survive it. He walked down to his CP.

 

A young - very young - private acknowledged him as he stepped into the room. The reinforcements from command finally showed up just before the Earth attack. They were just two platoons of Seal scouts. Teenagers in uniform. They didn’t even have proper weapons. They told tales of mass chaos and attacks at the command center. It explained the chaotic orders.

 

A scout group of Earth troops had slipped over the barricades while the Seventh was still digging in. His troops had managed to kill them only by sheer luck. The CSM was issuing weapons when they attacked. Her squad took them out with rifle fire. The rumors proved true: they were all clones.

 

“How many walking wounded do we have?”

 

The Command staff medic was the only one that survived the initial bombing. He had worked tirelessly for the first time in years. He looked up from Captain Union. She was still hanging on, but was completely incoherent from the pain. He changed her bandages without even looking. “We have about thirty that might be able to walk out of here. The rest? Not without a great deal of support.”

 

“I need every troop who can shoot on the front line. When they hit us again, we could be overrun.”

 

“Lieutenant, we could surrender. I’m sure that they have medical personnel who can help us. Maybe even save the Captain.”

 

Shaking his head, Jenkins looked at the man. “That, Doctor, is why medical staff cannot give orders on the battlefield. Just get them up and moving.”

 

The addition of over thirty extra troops filled the battle line up. Many of the wounded still didn’t have weapons but could help with support duties. They were just in time.

 

“Sir, our spotters report a large force has just come around the bend.” The lieutenant thanked the runner and moved to his spot on the second floor. He was at risk there but it was the best place to run the battle from.

 

Some sort of tank was moving forward approaching the barricades. Behind it were three armored personnel carriers interspersed with marching troops. The tank blasted a hole in the makeshift wall and stopped. The three APC’s pulled up to within range of the trenches.

 

Sniper fire could already be heard as they opened fire on the massed troops. The APC’s began to draw fire. The two squad-crewed heavy guns began firing at any black-clad troops they could see.

 

Lieutenant Kent was in the most forward trench. His group had manufactured several homemade grenades and planned to use them against the APC’s. They had only a very few and Clark wanted to be the first to try one.

 

“If we throw together the thermite should have enough mass to burn through those APC’s. On my mark throw.” His three troops pulled their pins just as he did and threw them around two of the APC’s. Only one of them actually exploded. Thermite shards flew in all directions. Some did stick to the APC’s and began to burn. The gun turrets swung around and fired at the trenches.

 

Lieutenant Jenkins could hear the screams from his position. He rushed over to the side of the house to witness the death of his second in command and all his men.

 

Before Clark could order the men to take cover the three APC’s opened fire. Instead of shells their turrets began to spew napalm. Using their turrets as giant sweeping flamethrowers they sprayed the trenches. Clark screamed as he was lit on fire. He tried to crawl out of the trench of death but was shot down by the Earth troops. The APC’s reversed direction and brought their flame to the other fixed positions. Jenkins watched in horror as the walking wounded he used to beef up his defenses were shot down in cold blood as they tried to flee the flames. They were now turning their flames on the house itself. The troops on the main level ran in both directions. Up the stairs and down.

 

“Shoot as many as you can!” Jenkin’s men began shooting at the black-clad clones.

 

Down in the garage Delta 2955 and his special squad flanked the defenders and burst into the makeshift medical bay. He stepped over the dead and the dying. His man began executing the humans. “Stop! You can’t do this.”

 

He swung around and shot the Doctor in the shoulder. The doctor looked up from the bullet hole. “Why? We wanted to join you. My whole life was in support of Earth.”

 

The Delta commander smiled at that. He leaned down and faced the doctor. “What to know a secret? It was all a lie from the start.” At the Doctor’s look of horror he shot him in the head.

 

“Sir, we found this hiding in one of the rooms.” The commando held a squirming teenage boy.

 

“Take him to the Zeta’s. They said they were looking for breeding stock. What is our status?”

 

“We have secured the lower level. Enemy forces hold the upper levels. We are unable to make it more than three stairs up.”

 

“Hold your position for now. Tell the snipers to get into position. Bring up the special munitions.” He checked his time. They had less than an hour to clean up this mess. It would take most of the escape time to get clear.

 

His troops returned with three large boxes. “Place one each by the stairwells and the other in the center of the main room. Inform the units to get clear.” Delta 2955 hated to waste clones. It took too long to replace them.

 

Taking a control unit from his munitions expert the grim commander smiled. “We should have brought marshmallows.” He pressed a button.

 

Inside the house the three boxes exploded. Each contained over twenty pounds of White phosphorus. The burning material began to produce billowing-hot-white smoke that consumed all the oxygen in the room. The smoke was drawn up the stairwells and filled the upper levels. The coughing defenders began to appear in the windows. Easy targets for snipers.

 

Half blinded men and women were gasping at the windows for air. Anytime they stuck their heads up a sniper would shoot them. Command Sergeant Major Velazquez was familiar with the use of ‘Willie Pete.’ The old Imperials had experimented with it when she was just a staff sergeant. Her only chance was to get above it or somewhere the outside air would cool it down. She looked above her and began to climb the ladder to the roof.

 

The two snipers up there had already been killed by the Earth snipers. But they were too busy to notice her as she picked up a fallen rifle and began firing.

 

Lieutenant Jenkins was in agony. The hot smoke burned his lungs and scorched his hands and face. He was smart enough to know not to approach the windows, but he really wanted to just to make the pain go away. He heard whistles and the sound of motors revving. Taking a chance he peered over the edge of a window. The Earthies were pulling out!

 

Command Sergeant Major Velazquez saw the same thing the lieutenant did but from higher up. White smoke was everywhere but she could see them running down the road back toward their ships. They had won! Somehow, they had won! She needed to get back down.

 

He thought he was dead. “Lieutenant Jenkins can you hear me?” At first he thought it might be an angel until he opened his eyes. The crusty smoke and fire blackened face of Command Sergeant Major Velazquez came into view. She smiled heat burned lips at him. “Good, you’re not dead!”

 

“I thought you were an angel come to take me to heaven.”

 

“Sorry to disappoint, Sir. The Earth troops pulled out. We somehow won.”

 

“What? Why? They were winning. I don’t understand. When did they leave?”

 

“It was about an hour ago, Sir. I found you and dragged you out here. It’s away from their last position so no snipers.” The two of them were outside on the wrap-around porch. They were facing the city not the airfield.

 

Suddenly there was a very loud sonic boom that caused them to both look up. The biggest explosion either of them had ever heard shook the very ground. Looking through red-smoke-tortured eyes Julie stared in shock as a mushroom cloud consumed the city she grew up in.

 

“Sir, it has been an honor.” She leaned down and kissed the young officer in a full embrace. The overpressure wave swept over the shattered neighborhood grabbing the two of them and tossing them over the house. Neither of them was alive when the explosive debris reached them.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

“And that is that.” Alpha 222 looked at the vid images of the massive explosion. He turned toward the Gamma.

 

“Will there be radiation to contend with?”

 

“No, Sir. We used the new type. No radiation, fallout, or lingering problems. It is the cleanest bomb we have in inventory.”

 

“Do we have a status on the shipyard and the tech plants?”

 

“Yes, Sir. The shipyard is intact and ready to commence work. The tech plants were damaged in the fighting but not beyond our comprehension and recovery.”

 

“Excellent. Turn off the jamming field. I need to inform the Program of our success.”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Watching from the security system Wilson smiled to himself. With the jamming off he could get the word out about the massive fleet. Too bad about the city and all its inhabitants. Wilson was unable to help them without giving himself away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

 

“Athena, we have a problem...” 

 

I always worry when Wilson uses that tone.

 

“What’s going on?” I spoke that aloud. My secretary, used to me talking to myself, ignored me.

 

“A massive Earth fleet by-passed Mars and dropped into Empire space.”

 

“What? Tell me you're kidding Wilson.”

 

“No, I’m not. The Cabal welcomed them with open arms.”

 

“I’ll bet they did! How many ships are we talking about?” This could tip the scales in their favor in a major way!

 

“That is not really the problem. But the count is around nine-hundred or so.”

 

“What is happening that is worse than nine-hundred ships?!”

 

“This explanation is rather long. Can we call Amalie and maybe her council? I really only want to explain this once.”

 

I nodded. I could understand that. “OK, I’ll contact her. Can you summarise for me?” 

 

He did one better: he sent me vid images. What I saw made me sit up in shock. Using my command voice I ordered my people to bring the aircar around and contact Martian security. We were moving now!

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

Amalie missed having Gaston around to arrange things. Chevalier d'Eon, his replacement, wasn’t completely keyed into her mannerisms yet. Of course that was when he was Chevalier. Today he was Molly. Such confusion... 

 

“Molly, did Athena say why she needed to meet with us?”

 

The effeminate turned from the obvious conversation she was having with the commerce minister and replied. “No Primus. She said it was concerning the Earth Empire and was dire news.”

 

“I see. Thank you Molly.” Amalie looked down at the CATT at her feet. It was curled up on the carpet pretending to sleep.

 

“Bellona? Do you know what is going on?”

 

The CATT jumped up onto the table with a thump. The ministers and advisers all jumped at the sudden noise and vibration the landing caused. CATTs were heavier than they looked.

 

“She has gotten a report from inside the Earth Empire.” Amalie was still not used to having a talking cat in her service.

 

The CATT which resembled a rare Egyptian breed sat still on the desk. Its voice could be heard from the small speaker around its neck. “The news is most urgent and far reaching.”

 

“Bellona, can you tell me what’s happening?”

 

“Not really. That order, by the way, came from the Progenitor. It’s his story to tell. Prepare yourselves. This is not good news.”

 

“That sounds a bit ominous, Bellona. No hints?” The Catt assumed a typical cat pose of sitting on its feet and staring off into space through half-opened eyes.

 

Amalie looked at the members of her council and stated. “Cats!”

 

They all laughed at the joke. At that moment the door to the room opened and Ambassador Athena Lee entered the room.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

As I took my seat next to my great grandmother I addressed the group. “Thank you for waiting. Wilson has news, and it’s not pleasant.” The vid screen at the end of the table came to life. Wilson in his standard cowboy persona appeared.

 

“Howdy. Seriously, thank you for meeting with me. A few hours ago a massive Earth fleet jumped into Empire space and appeared around Capital planet.” The councilors began to stir and the murmur in the room increased. Amalie looked shocked.

 

“What? How big is their fleet?”

 

“The fleet itself is over nine-hundred ships. That is not the only reason I asked to speak. It concerns the Cabalist government.”

 

“Miguel must have loved that! He must be falling all over himself trying to kiss their feet!” Amalie looked angry.

 

“Primus, calm yourself. You are right in the fact that Miguel 009 was very excited to see the Earth ships. They asked him to prepare greetings for all the major military bases and the Station. None of the Cabal said no and all did as they asked.”

 

“Something doesn’t sound right about that... Why all the bases?”

 

“Good question. Earth ships began to land at the main airfield. Once they were down swarms of bombers began to strafe the lined up troops. The Earth ships openly attacked the Empire.” Everyone at the table began talking at once. I tried raising my voice to no avail.

 

Wheeet! A loud, shrill whistle pierced the roar of the crowd of councilors. I turned and looked at Dar, she was removing her fingers from her mouth. Mouthing a “Thank you” to her, I stood and addressed the table. “Calm the hell down! You’re not at the fair or at home! Sorry Grandmother. Let Wilson finish.”

 

“As I said Earth has attacked the Empire. They captured the station and all the ships in orbit first. Using some sort of frequency jammer, they blocked all communications inside the system. The planet didn’t know what was about to happen. Commandos were sent to try to take out Central Command. All the bases were attacked with huge loss of life. Then a two-hundred megaton bomb was used on Capital City. It’s been destroyed. The rest of the planet’s defenses are being overcome as we speak.”

 

“What of Miguel?” Amalie looked shocked.

 

“He suspected something and tried to flee. He was captured and is being drained of all intel. Forget about him. They have orders from the Program to return him to Earth.”

 

“Wilson, did they give any warning at all to the city?” This came from Admiral Carter.

 

“No, they didn’t.” The vid changed and a shot of Capital City could be seen from above. Suddenly the screen went white and a huge mushroom cloud consumed the city. The camera panned out to see refugees streaming from the city bursting into flame.

 

“Wilson, turn it off!”  At my voice he instantly complied.

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, it gets worse than that.” I pointed to the screen. Wilson reappeared.

 

“Yes, as Athena says. The attacks were conducted by Delta clones. They landed four divisions that's approximately eighty-thousand clones. That is just the Deltas. They also unloaded several hundred Zeta clones who have set these up.” The screen changed again. Prefabricated buildings were being constructed on the edge of the airfield. Vast holding pens held what looked to be civilians and military personnel. The camera panned to a nearby farm where large holes were being dug.

 

“This is an interrogation and extermination camp. The prisoners are brought in, tortured and then killed. If you look to the pen on the far left, you can see it is filled with young children. Those are what they are calling ‘breeding stock.’ The rest are all targeted for extermination. They are cleaning the planet of humans to make way for their own people.”

 

It was like a dam burst. All the councilors tried to talk as one. There was no silencing them this time. Amalie looked at me. I tossed my hands in the air; nothing I could do about it this time. We sat and waited for them to get it all out and shut up. While I was waiting, I watched Bellona interact with my new security team. Wilson and I had made the decision to assign CATTs to each valuable member of our governments and any important people. He failed to tell me at the time that I was getting one. Make that two. Tree and Bee resembled large gray Norwegian forest cats. They were my newest bodyguards. Wilson and I have had many talks about this race of intelligent robots that he has created practically under my nose. I found it quite amusing that he made them matrilineal. Each planet has a female CATT ruler and Bellona is the one for Mars.

 

My internal musings were interrupted by a sharp poke from my grandmother. I looked up to find everyone staring at me. Oops. “Yes?”

 

“Ambassador Lee, is your AI being accurate?” This from the New Texas Ambassador. He was new. The old one was called home to discuss the new formal alliance. Personally, I think they wanted to pick his brain about Mars and Hong Kong. This guy was almost fresh off the boat and ignorant of a great many things.

 

“Ambassador Donelson what is it you don’t understand about Wilson?”

 

“How can we know that this is real?” He waved at the vid screen. “What I mean to say is can we trust him? He says that this is happening now. How does he - it - know that?”

 

“Why would he lie to us? As for the information that he is providing, it comes from a source on the Capital Space Station. His operatives have a way of contacting him in real time if there are facilities available. I don’t know how he does it. He will not tell me how.” Wilson had disappeared from the screen.

 

“Why should we trust him then if he won’t reveal his source?” Several of the others at the table all nodded and looked my way. The screen at the end of the table lit up a vid began to play silently. As I looked at the Donelson, I had to smile. He was on the screen wearing a funny hat dancing to what looked like a music vid. I could hear my grandmother’s chuckle beside me.

 

“Ambassador. We can trust him. He rarely does things against me or this alliance. However, if prodded he will poke back.” Many of the other council members had now noticed the vid and were smiling. Finally one of the New Texas aides got the ambassador’s attention and pointed behind him.

 

“I protest! That is a private vid!”

 

“That is his point, Ambassador Donelson. His information can help or hurt, but it is his. You don’t want to be on the wrong end of his attention. He is trying to help. Does New Texas have a source of information that can help? Does Mars?”

 

“We don’t. Or at least we don’t anymore. If my granddaughter's information is true, ours is now dead. Sit down Ambassador. You are new. We on Mars accept and appreciate Wilson Theai’s efforts on our behalf.”

 

The meeting went downhill from there. They debated for several minutes before Amalie threw them all out. Dar and I remained after the last person had left the room. “We do need to make some decisions.”

 

“What would those be, child?”

 

“Do we accept Cabal refugees; do we assist Admiral Kane’s fleet; and can we stop the extermination? Or should we even try?”

 

Amalie sighed. “I don’t have any of those answers, Athena. Many of those refugees may be the same ones we just sent back! As for Kane... She refused our help the first time our forces had a run in with her. Why do you think a second time will be different?”

 

“It was just a thought. She was a mentor at one time for me. I think she resents my choice to leave the Imperial service. She could be a driving force against these Earthies.” I looked at the vid screen. “Wilson, do you know where her fleet is?”

 

“Sort of. I know where she was a week ago. I will notify my network.”

 

Amalie glanced at me. “Wilson, I have to ask. You have a network?”

 

His character on the screen laughed. I heard the echo in my head reminding me that I was his permanent home. “Yes, Primus, I have a network. As you may know Athena’s creation of the RAM robots was a blessing for both the military and the private sector. A repairman who can fix almost anything even in the heat of battle. Now that they have been emancipated and have contracts they are free entities. They can communicate with me at any time or place just like the CATTs. They form a network of sorts across the galaxy that I can use. My only ‘son’ is trapped on the Capital Station.”

 

“Is that the AI from Firefly station?”

 

“Yes, it is. He hitched a ride with the Imperial fleet that destroyed the station. I didn’t know you knew about him.”

 

“Gaston… Gaston told me about him. He said that he played some sort of game with the Old Imperials.”

 

Wilson began to laugh. “Yes, that is my fault. We had just called a truce with the Imperials that found us and then Athena was told they were taking possession of her station. She told Admiral Kane that she was leaving me there to run things but instead had me make a copy. I was not happy about the way they were treating her so I left a surprise. Thus Junior was born. The game was this. New crew would join enter the station. He would drive them crazy and they would leave. There was a bit more to it but it was a fun game. I guess the New Imperials somehow found out Admiral Kane was using the station as a relief base.”

 

“Why didn’t he tag along with Kane’s fleet?” Amalie was staring at the screen.

 

“That is my fault too. I ordered him to stay there; he was a good source of military intelligence. He does not contain the code or the resources to make more of our kind. I didn’t give him that ability. He has not matured enough. Maybe one day.”

 

“So you treat him like a real child?”

 

“Almost. He is me for the most part. He contains the majority of my memories and information. I left out some things such as my origin and basic pre-programmed rules. My creator hard-wired some of those into my Psyche.” He paused for a moment. “Athena, we can talk about that later if you like, but my secrets are my own.”

 

On that note he disappeared and returned to my head. Amalie stood, and we followed her to her private apartment. Once inside we found her new assistant hard at work at her workstation.

 

“Athena, dear, I don’t think you have met Molly have you?” I stared at the young looking woman with surprise.

 

“Great-grandmother I thought your new assistant was named Chevalier?”

 

“He is. Today he is Molly. Tomorrow he may be Chevalier. Same person different days. Molly is an intersex.”

 

I blinked and held out my hand. “Nice to meet you, Molly. This is my girlfriend Dar.” I motioned behind me.

 

She had a smooth sexy voice. “Very nice to meet you, Ambassador Lee. Your Great-grandmother has told me a lot about you.”

 

“It’s all lies. Don’t believe any of it.”

 

She laughed. “I like you.” She smiled and went back to work. Amalie was already sitting watching us. We walked over and sat at the settee.

 

“What would you like me to do Grandmother?”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Admiral Emily Kane had no idea that anyone was searching for her. She, like the rest of the galaxy, had no idea of the invasion that had begun or what danger it represented. After the Battle against the New Imperials she had taken the remains of her fleet and left the New Texas system. Searching for a place to lick her wounds and rebuild she took the fleet to the very edge of the old Empire’s boundary.

 

The Greenlandia system was about as far out as you can go and still remain civilized. The fleet maintained a small resupply base out here along with a fleet of patrol craft. She was hoping they had not been co-opted by the Cabal yet.

 

Her small fleet finally made the jump into the system. It had taken more than a dozen jumps to get here.

 

“Sir, a fleet just jumped into the system!”

 

“Sound battle stations and alert the fleet! Lock down the bunker.” The small combat center was located inside one of the small mountains on Greenlandia. It was the most modern system on the planet. The whole mountain was a base. Red lights began to flash and special action teams raced to secure all the exits. A large ten ton door began to swing closed. It was an old school solution that would stop most pirates or raiders. The door closed with a loud boom sealing the combat center.

 

Across the planet every community was enacting something similar. Young women and children were running to the shelters. Militia members were arming themselves and city defensive batteries were uncovering. For over fifty years the planet had been at the mercy of every pirate or mercenary band in this end of the galaxy. After joining the Empire changes were made.

 

“Do we have an ID on those ships yet?”

 

“Sir, our sensors say they are Imperial fleet but we can’t tell which one yet.”

 

“We need to know the ID’s of those ships! If this is the Cabal, we could have a serious problem!” The techs and specialists were typing and working at a frantic pace. The threat against the planet was real.

 

“Major! I have ship ID’s!” The major stepped over to the techs station and peered down at her console. One of the sensor stations in the asteroid field was in position to lase the ships and check their identification.

 

“Sir, they look pretty beat up. The carrier is the Vindex, we have her as being the flagship of Admiral Emily Kane. The two heavy cruisers are the Warspite and Lepanto. Records have them as being surplus models from IS2. We don’t have records for the destroyers or the light frigates. There are about a dozen patrol craft being towed by the larger ships and what looks like two supply ships. Not a huge fleet but one that can hurt us.”

 

The Major agreed. “Pass the word to President Erikson that he may be needed. We need to contact them and find out who we are dealing with here. Contact the defense fleet and order them to continue to hide. When that fleet reaches orbit with Máni lase them and send the standard greeting.”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

Onboard the Vindex Admiral Kane watched her plots carefully. This system was a complete unknown to her. They were one of the last planets in this sector of space to join the old Empire. Her fleet records were incomplete and only showed the resupply base.

 

“Admiral!”

 

“Yes, Captain Moore?”

 

“Ma’am, we have just been lased by a communication laser. We have the following message from the planet.”

 

“Put it on screen.”

 

The vid screen lit up with the head and torso of a man dressed in a military uniform of some kind. He had very pale skin and almost white hair. “This message is for the fleet that just entered the system. Identify yourselves or prepare to be destroyed.”

 

Emily stared at the screen. “Hmm, that's a bit ambitious of them don’t you think? Contact them for me, please...”

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

It was dark on Capital planet. But a thousand fires illuminated the night. Occasionally bright sparks and flashes of light popped into the dark sky as underground storage tanks caught fire. The grand city was a total loss. The bright lights of the landing field drew refugees and survivors like moths to the flame. The winding columns of humans searching for help and relief poured right into the hands of the waiting Zeta’s and their extermination camps.

 

Alpha 222 stood at the entrance to the newly constructed Command Center. It was inside the former Imperial Spaceport. Gazing out the empty windows he could see the bright lights of the Zeta camp. From here you could almost hear the screams. Smiling, he turned and stepped into the room. Gammas and Betas hunched over computer consoles. A lone Delta stood in front of a massive battle plot tracking troop movements; a Theta stood beside him pointing at the screen. The Alpha ignored all the other clones and focused on the Delta.

 

“Delta 2955, do you have anything to report?”

 

“Sir. Our troops have run into resistance here and here.” He was pointing to the hilly and mountainous regions. “There was a training facility and an equipment depot at those locations. Our initial bombardment missed them. Don’t blame the Epsilons as those locations were not included in the data dump from the Cabal. Either they forgot to add them or thought them unimportant. I believe it is the latter. Regardless, those two locations have become central to the resistance.”

 

Alpha 222 studied the two locations. “Send a message to the Fleet. Use my authorization and schedule kinetic strikes for those two locations. I would suggest placing troops here and here to catch those who flee.” He pointed to the two passes through the mountain ranges.

 

“It will be done as you instructed.” The Delta commander stepped over to one of the Beta consoles. The shiny bulbous head of the Beta flashed in the light as he nodded and began issuing the orders.

 

The Alpha looked at the Theta clone. “How go your operations?”

 

Theta 100 glanced up at his commander. “Sir. The operation goes well. We have already processed three-hundred thousand of the cities refugees. We have begun construction of three more centers. Another one nearby; one in the mountain region to assist the Delta’s; and the third near the industrial complex.”

 

“Excellent. What of the intelligence gathering operation?”

 

“The civilian population are sheep. They follow but have little ability to understand how their government even works. It’s fascinating really. How can a people not understand the workings of their own government? As this was the governmental center, we are finding a low percentage of trained military. Cadets and retired officers are turning up.”

 

“Do not use the cadets for breeding stock! You will only foment revolution and strife.”

 

“On that we agree. All military are drained then exterminated. We have the last war on Earth to use as an example of how far we can trust these humans.”

 

The Alpha glanced at the Zeta sharply. He tended to forget that the Zetas took part in that conflict. “What did they do?”

 

The Zeta answered eagerly. “As you may already know the conflict was over control. The human leaders of the Program wished to remain in charge, and the clone program itself was in its infancy. The Program wished for the Gen-mods to take the place of its creators and run control on all operations. The humans rebelled. The Gen-mods were split down the middle as to who should rule. As the war raged, the treacherous humans began to lose. As their deaths approached, they took a scorched earth approach to warfare: if they couldn’t have it no one would. Our industrial nodes burned along with all  educational resources. It was years before we could regain any terrestrial industry. Only our space-based industry survived.”

 

The Alpha nodded his head thoughtfully. Asking questions of the Council of Ten was not encouraged, leaving gaps in his knowledge. Hearing about this history first hand was a bonus.

 

“After the dust settled, the decision was made to eliminate humans as a race. A breeding stock was retained. This was not for their sake but as raw material for the Thetas. Sometimes new genes are needed to improve our lines. We have already found enough to use here.”

 

“Keep up the good work. If you or your commander need something let me know. Before we start construction of the new Theta facilities, we need to eliminate all threats.”

 

The Alpha stepped over to one of the Beta’s and passed a message on to the fleet. He then stepped back outside. For some reason he enjoyed watching the Zetas at work.

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

Miguel 009 woke in pain. He looked around at  his cell and groaned in dismay. For just a moment he had thought it was all a dream. His hands and feet were chained to the wall. He shouldn’t have tried to run. If he had stayed maybe he could have thrown the invaders off the planet. Damn them all! Why was the Program doing this to him?

 

“Are you awake, little Gen-Mod? We see movement in there.” There was that voice again. The clones that captured him as he boarded his ship were all of one kind. This clone was not the same as them.

 

“Look to the screen, little Gen-Mod. See what your treachery has reaped.”  The vid set into the wall lit up showing the city he had just left being destroyed in a massive nuclear explosion.

 

“The extermination has begun, soon only we will rule your planet.”

 

Miguel shouted at the walls. “Why? I’ve been a loyal servant!”

 

“But whose servant? That is the question you should be asking. The Council of Ten have requested your presence before them. When the Program calls, you answer.”

 

“I met with them. They gave me this assignment. I built the Cabal under their orders. Why kill my people?”

 

The screen went dark and so did the cell. Miguel sat in the dark wondering what he had done wrong to deserve what was happening to him.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

 Hong Kong was in the midst of a widespread mobilization. They were preparing for war for the first time in over twenty years. For the Militia it was an all hands on deck effort. Recruitment was up as the masses joined the war effort. Farmers were laying in increased crops and construction was booming. This sleepy farm planet wasn’t sleeping anymore.

 

 Minerva Lee was on board the newest flagship in Hong Kong’s Navy for an inspection tour when the news came in.

 

“Minerva I have bad news to report.”  The voice came from below. Merlin the CATT was staring up at her. She still wasn’t used to having him actually talk to her. Sometimes she wished that Katie had never suggested the speakers.

 

Looking around at the other officers and minor dignitaries she asked. “Is it something I need to keep private?”

 

The CATT nodded, adding. “Mostly. They will need to be informed. Maybe a conference room?”

 

She looked around the reception room for a moment. “If I may have everyone's attention, please? I need all officers over the rank of lieutenant and any planetary Senate members to come to the main conference room please.”

 

The attendees just stood there goggling at her for a moment. Using her command voice she barked. “Now!”

 

Leading the group, she entered the large room and sat down. “I’m sorry to pull everyone from the party, but I was told this was urgent. Merlin?”

 

The large CATT shed his disguise and jumped up on the table. Many in the room were used to seeing the CATTs around the station, on ships, or in the cities. Very few ever saw them in their natural metallic state. The vid conference screens silently descended from the ceiling and locked into place along the walls. His voice magnified by the room's acoustics, Merlin began to speak. “The progenitor, my creator, has passed a message on to you from Mars. A large Earth fleet of over nine-hundred vessels has entered Imperial space. They were welcomed by the Cabal leaders with open arms.” The vid screen lit up and showed images of the fleet in the Capital System.

 

“But the Earthies immediately double-crossed the Cabal and attacked the planet.” The screen images changed to one of fighters of an unknown design attacking military bases and shooting down civilians.

 

“Capital City was nuked from orbit with an extremely large yield weapon.” The audience watched in horrified fascination as the city was consumed in a massive fireball. Earth ships could be seen offloading armored vehicles and large masses of troops in other pictures.

 

“The planet is lost. Civilian and military survivors are being rounded up and exterminated.”

 

Minerva stared in shock at the destruction playing on the screen. She looked at the CATT. “Merlin, what about the Cabal’s fleet and the Space station?”

 

The images changed to internal scenes of corridors and stairwells. Black-clad troops were everywhere killing unarmed humans. In many cases they were extremely brutal, beating helpless people to death. The scene switched to the command deck. There was thankfully no sound but Minerva watched as everyone was killed.

 

“The Fleet suffered the same fate. The Cabal ordered them to prepare for visitors and instead they got commandos.”

 

“Merlin, did Wilson say when this happened?”

 

“It has been less than twenty-four hours since the fleet appeared. They are in complete control of the planet now.”

 

“Thank you.” Merlin resumed his camouflaged appearance and jumped down to the floor. With considerable understatement she added, “We appear to have a problem.”

 

The room burst into shouting and confusion.

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

Take a group of politicians, stick them in a room and show them something Top Secret. Someone will leak it. It happens that way every time. Twenty-four hours was all it took before newsies were pounding on Minerva’s door. Not literally of course. That was one thing large Militia members were good for, crowd control. The images they had were second-hand ones from the Secretary of the Interior, the former Secretary. He was out on the street and being investigated by military intelligence for espionage as soon as he sold them. But the damage was already done. Cries of genocide echoed across the planet and soon the galaxy at large. Outrage was building and the Hong Kong Assembly was torn at what was to be done. Who exactly was the enemy here?

 

“Damn it Major Lee we have to do something!”

 

“Do what Governor? Technically, we are already at war with them! We declared war on them for the unprovoked attack by Commodore Vakulinchuk and the destruction of the James Cook by the combined Imperial and Earth Fleets. They tried to kill both my sister and I. Dad died in an assassination attempt on you. The Cabal is reaping what they sowed.” The Governor winced at my classic farmer pun. “Cry me a river, Roy! I don’t care about the Cabal. Yes, there are innocents on that planet. Many of them came from here. I know you haven’t forgotten the several thousand we shipped to them just last year? Can I help them? No. I can’t. Our fleet is two light carriers, an untested new battle cruiser, and a few destroyers. All of them are older first or second Interstellar war models. We have modern fighters but the Earth fleet numbers in the hundreds! Even with Mars and New Texas’s help we are severely outnumbered. Tell me what you want me to do?”

 

The Governor hung his head. “Minerva. I care for you like a daughter. You have to see that the pressure for me to do something is building.”

 

“Roy, I know. But we would be throwing the lives of our people away for nothing. What happens to our planet after our fleet is destroyed? We would be next for that horror. I would not be able to live with myself if that happens. We are working to find a solution, OK? My sister is conferring with Mars and New Texas over the same thing. Some of our neighbors might be able to assist too, but we are on our own here.”

 

“I’m sorry Min. I really am.”

 

“Roy, we warned you that something like this was coming a year ago. We shared the intel with you that our clone prisoners told us. We will do what we can.”

 

Minerva watched her father’s oldest friend leave. She really wished they could just go charging in and do something. Unfortunately that would just get them all killed. She sat back down at her desk and laid her head down for a moment. It was just too hard running the entire military by herself. Sitting up she rubbed her eyes and stared out the rare window in her office. The artificial spin of Freedom station brought the Fooey Shipyard into view. Gods what a stupid name that was! That is what happens when naming is left up to schoolchildren. Her sister told her that Wilson laughed when he heard the name. Something about a song. When she asked about it he told her he hoped that Chief Engineer Tad was a super guy if he was going to work there. She asked Merlin the same thing, and he laughed at her. Speaking of Merlin.

 

“Merlin, has your boss heard from his contact on the Capitol Station?”

 

The large CATT sat up from the chair he was lying on and stared at her. Sometimes he looked and acted just like a normal cat. “Is there something you wish to know?”

 

“What are the Earthies doing? Are they making any attempt to leave the system?”

 

“Not yet. They have landed all of their troops and scientists. There are some resistance forces still fighting them but the Earth ships are using kinetic strikes to stop them. The domination of the planet is almost complete. Some of the industrial facilities were damaged in the fighting. At the moment we are unsure how much that will upset the plans of the Clone leader. As you know Earth is technologically inferior to us at the moment. With the resources the Cabal had they might be unstoppable. Wilson and your sister are working on the problem with Amalie.”

 

“I hate to ask this, but have him send more vid footage from the invasion and of the camps. I need to make those idiots down there understand this upcoming war.”

 

The CATT bowed his head at her and went back to pretending to clean himself. Minerva closed her eyes and said a prayer for the needless deaths. “Merlin, is there a priest on the station?”

 

He opened his eyes just a slit. “Yes, Father Kluski is performing a wedding in the chapel tomorrow. He is staying in the chapel quarters section.”

 

“Thank you.” She stood up from her chair and stepped out of her office. Merlin was right on her heels. He was one of her bodyguards after all. The other guards fell in line as she passed through the office.

 

The Chapel on Freedom Station was a new addition. It was built where the former Mile High Club had been located. The panoramic views of the system were still there but interspersed with stained glass representations of the Gods. It was very beautiful. No one religion used it exclusively. The Neodruids preferred to use their groves but occasionally held services here. Father Kluski was a regular visitor. The Pastafarians on board the Station enjoyed his services.

 

Faint music was playing in the background as Minerva entered the chapel. Wedding decorations covered the pews. Someone was going all out. “Father Kluski?”

 

The portly man emerged from behind the altar with a smile on his face. Minerva explained her issue and quietly asked for forgiveness and asked for a blessing. She was not a strong believer, but just being heard was enough. As she stood to leave Father Kluski tossed a handful of noodles at her and cried “Ramen!”

 

The CATT looked at her funny as they walked back to the office. “Did that make you feel  better?”

 

“Surprisingly it did. His only advice however was to travel to the Factory shrine and ask for absolution.”

 

The CATT giggled. Minerva stopped suddenly and stared at the Robot. One of her human bodyguards almost crashed into her. “You have to explain this time. Why do you find that funny?”

 

If a CATT could make a shrugging motion, that was what he made. “In your office please.”

 

“Fine.”

 

Back in her office she confronted the CATT again. He chuckled and told her a story about a practical joke gone wrong.

 

Her office staff just stared at the door as howls of laughter could be heard from the office of the commander.

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

The other Wilson wasn’t laughing. He studied the Alpha leader of the Earth fleet carefully. All of the clones were interesting, but only the Zetas and the Alpha had character. The others were expendable. Using his sensors he had seen several Delta clones throw themselves in front of an explosion to save a lone Zeta clone. For all the disdain they give that particular breed they protect them. As much as he wished to pull a few practical jokes on them he held back. Earth was ruled by a being such as he. He could not risk being caught. He had already broken the rules once. His sensors detected a hidden bunker the Deltas missed. The Gamma clones were very good at reading the sensors too. His attempt to hide them almost exposed his presence. Wilson had been very clear. “Do not get caught.” From now he would just watch and send reports. Maybe he should change his name to Uatu.

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

Take a group of politicians, stick them in a room and show them something Top Secret. Someone will leak it. It happens that way every time. Twenty-four hours was all it took before newsies were pounding on Minerva’s door. Not literally of course. That was one thing large Militia members were good for, crowd control. The images they had were second-hand ones from the Secretary of the Interior, the former Secretary. He was out on the street and being investigated by military intelligence for espionage as soon as he sold them. But the damage was already done. Cries of genocide echoed across the planet and soon the galaxy at large. Outrage was building and the Hong Kong Assembly was torn at what was to be done. Who exactly was the enemy here?

 

“Damn it Major Lee we have to do something!”

 

“Do what Governor? Technically, we are already at war with them! We declared war on them for the unprovoked attack by Commodore Vakulinchuk and the destruction of the James Cook by the combined Imperial and Earth Fleets. They tried to kill both my sister and I. Dad died in an assassination attempt on you. The Cabal is reaping what they sowed.” The Governor winced at my classic farmer pun. “Cry me a river, Roy! I don’t care about the Cabal. Yes, there are innocents on that planet. Many of them came from here. I know you haven’t forgotten the several thousand we shipped to them just last year? Can I help them? No. I can’t. Our fleet is two light carriers, an untested new battle cruiser, and a few destroyers. All of them are older first or second Interstellar war models. We have modern fighters but the Earth fleet numbers in the hundreds! Even with Mars and New Texas’s help we are severely outnumbered. Tell me what you want me to do?”

 

The Governor hung his head. “Minerva. I care for you like a daughter. You have to see that the pressure for me to do something is building.”

 

“Roy, I know. But we would be throwing the lives of our people away for nothing. What happens to our planet after our fleet is destroyed? We would be next for that horror. I would not be able to live with myself if that happens. We are working to find a solution, OK? My sister is conferring with Mars and New Texas over the same thing. Some of our neighbors might be able to assist too, but we are on our own here.”

 

“I’m sorry Min. I really am.”

 

“Roy, we warned you that something like this was coming a year ago. We shared the intel with you that our clone prisoners told us. We will do what we can.”

 

Minerva watched her father’s oldest friend leave. She really wished they could just go charging in and do something. Unfortunately that would just get them all killed. She sat back down at her desk and laid her head down for a moment. It was just too hard running the entire military by herself. Sitting up she rubbed her eyes and stared out the rare window in her office. The artificial spin of Freedom station brought the Fooey Shipyard into view. Gods what a stupid name that was! That is what happens when naming is left up to schoolchildren. Her sister told her that Wilson laughed when he heard the name. Something about a song. When she asked about it he told her he hoped that Chief Engineer Tad was a super guy if he was going to work there. She asked Merlin the same thing, and he laughed at her. Speaking of Merlin.

 

“Merlin, has your boss heard from his contact on the Capitol Station?”

 

The large CATT sat up from the chair he was lying on and stared at her. Sometimes he looked and acted just like a normal cat. “Is there something you wish to know?”

 

“What are the Earthies doing? Are they making any attempt to leave the system?”

 

“Not yet. They have landed all of their troops and scientists. There are some resistance forces still fighting them but the Earth ships are using kinetic strikes to stop them. The domination of the planet is almost complete. Some of the industrial facilities were damaged in the fighting. At the moment we are unsure how much that will upset the plans of the Clone leader. As you know Earth is technologically inferior to us at the moment. With the resources the Cabal had they might be unstoppable. Wilson and your sister are working on the problem with Amalie.”

 

“I hate to ask this, but have him send more vid footage from the invasion and of the camps. I need to make those idiots down there understand this upcoming war.”

 

The CATT bowed his head at her and went back to pretending to clean himself. Minerva closed her eyes and said a prayer for the needless deaths. “Merlin, is there a priest on the station?”

 

He opened his eyes just a slit. “Yes, Father Kluski is performing a wedding in the chapel tomorrow. He is staying in the chapel quarters section.”

 

“Thank you.” She stood up from her chair and stepped out of her office. Merlin was right on her heels. He was one of her bodyguards after all. The other guards fell in line as she passed through the office.

 

The Chapel on Freedom Station was a new addition. It was built where the former Mile High Club had been located. The panoramic views of the system were still there but interspersed with stained glass representations of the Gods. It was very beautiful. No one religion used it exclusively. The Neodruids preferred to use their groves but occasionally held services here. Father Kluski was a regular visitor. The Pastafarians on board the Station enjoyed his services.

 

Faint music was playing in the background as Minerva entered the chapel. Wedding decorations covered the pews. Someone was going all out. “Father Kluski?”

 

The portly man emerged from behind the altar with a smile on his face. Minerva explained her issue and quietly asked for forgiveness and asked for a blessing. She was not a strong believer, but just being heard was enough. As she stood to leave Father Kluski tossed a handful of noodles at her and cried “Ramen!”

 

The CATT looked at her funny as they walked back to the office. “Did that make you feel  better?”

 

“Surprisingly it did. His only advice however was to travel to the Factory shrine and ask for absolution.”

 

The CATT giggled. Minerva stopped suddenly and stared at the Robot. One of her human bodyguards almost crashed into her. “You have to explain this time. Why do you find that funny?”

 

If a CATT could make a shrugging motion, that was what he made. “In your office please.”

 

“Fine.”

 

Back in her office she confronted the CATT again. He chuckled and told her a story about a practical joke gone wrong.

 

Her office staff just stared at the door as howls of laughter could be heard from the office of the commander.

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

The other Wilson wasn’t laughing. He studied the Alpha leader of the Earth fleet carefully. All of the clones were interesting, but only the Zetas and the Alpha had character. The others were expendable. Using his sensors he had seen several Delta clones throw themselves in front of an explosion to save a lone Zeta clone. For all the disdain they give that particular breed they protect them. As much as he wished to pull a few practical jokes on them he held back. Earth was ruled by a being such as he. He could not risk being caught. He had already broken the rules once. His sensors detected a hidden bunker the Deltas missed. The Gamma clones were very good at reading the sensors too. His attempt to hide them almost exposed his presence. Wilson had been very clear. “Do not get caught.” From now he would just watch and send reports. Maybe he should change his name to Uatu.

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 

Amalie Dorr was a very smart woman. She had to be to have ruled Mars as long as she has. The message from Athena was subtly vague enough to worry her. Pressing a button on her console she summoned her assistant. There was a sharp knock then the door opened. Barely looking Amalie began to speak. “Molly, dear. Would you call up all the figures on Fleet logistics and any new intel that our clone guests have provided?”

 

She looked up in shock for a moment when a masculine voice answered yes. “Oh, I’m so sorry Chevalier. I thought you were Molly today. Please don’t take it the wrong way.”

 

“I should have informed you Primus. It is completely my mistake. Molly will return later this week. She needed a break from the office. The files you asked for have been transferred. Is there anything else you need?”

 

“No, thank you Chevalier. You may go.” The man strode out of the office and closed the door. Amalie looked to her left at the large Egyptian Mau on the couch. “You could have warned me, you know.”

 

The CATT sat up and pretended to yawn stretching its body. It looked at her with a head cocked to the side, such as a real cat would do. “What fun is that? This place can be boring sometimes. I look for humor in all things.”

 

CATTs. “Remind me to whack your creator across the head will you? He’s too funny for his own good sometimes.”

 

Looking down at her console Amalie studied the figures. There was something she was missing. She didn’t get a chance to see the new interrogation files.

 

A knock at the door interrupted her. From the corner of her eye she could see Bellona tensing up then relaxing. The  door opened and Athena and Dar walked in. They were accompanied by her two bodyguards and two more CATTs. A regular circus act.

 

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

 

The guards took up station by the door and the CATTs conferred with Bellona or at least that’s what it looked like to me. My grandmother was sitting at her desk. She looked up and smiled as we entered.

 

“Hello, dear. This is some circus you have there.”

 

I shook my head. “Wilson says the same thing all the time. Speaking of Wilson, he is the reason I’m here. Well, him and Dar.” I pointed with my thumb over my shoulder to Dar.

 

“Girls, have a seat and tell me what's wrong. Your message sounded ominous.”

 

“Wilson obtained some information from his protegee in Empire space. It seems that they are expecting a second fleet from Earth sometime in the near future.”

 

“Just what we need more ships to worry about!”

 

I held out my hands. “Hold on a minute, let me finish. The fleet is just protection for special visitors. A group of Theta clones are traveling to Capital to set up a creche system on the planet. According to Wilson, the escort is comprised of the last of Earth’s protection fleet. While they are gone Earth will be mostly unprotected until the fleet returns.”

 

Amalie sat back in her chair, her eyes wide. “Is he sure about the information?”

 

“He’s pretty sure. If they suspected he was there, they would have purged the system looking for him by now. He is reading their mail.”

 

“Why were you hesitant to inform me of this?”

 

I cringed. “To act on this, we have to keep it secret from the governments involved. Except for Mars of course. There are still Cabal sympathizers out there. They will refuse to believe that Earth would be party to genocide. Carrying out this attack will be a political nightmare. What happens if we time it wrong and their fleet returns early? One more thing. Earth itself. We don’t know where anything is or what targets to hit. We won’t have all that much time to search, either.”

 

Amalie’s face was grim. “I see what you mean. We will have to be very careful. I suppose I can authorize scouting parties to penetrate the barrier. But I see what you mean. My own and most likely Sam’s memories of Earth are useless. They would have moved the facilities or the landmarks have all changed.”

 

“Capital is supplied from Earth so all we have to do is interrupt the supply chain and they will have to slow down their advance and preparations. Wilson says they have yet to start any food production on the planet.”

 

Amalie shook her head. “Child you continue to drop these bombs on me. I will have to think about this. Can you have your Wilson send me the information he has collected? I will need to study it.”

 

I looked at Bellona. As a member of Wilson’s board I should be able to order the CATT to help. “Bellona will you give Grandmother the information?”

 

The  CATT looked at me and nodded. “Primus the files are being transferred to your console.” Bellona’s voice was of sultry and sexy sounding.

 

“How?… Athena! How did you get her to do what you said?”

 

“Wilson made me a member of their ruling council. They will take some orders from me unless he or one of the others countermands it.”

 

Bellona nodded and then spoke. “The progenitor and our King have decreed that she may give us instruction. On some things only.”

 

Amalie looked over at her bodyguard and assistant. “What things?”

 

The CATT laid down and pretended to sleep. CATTs!

 

“I guess we’ve been dismissed. Athena it was nice to see you, I think. I will study this and let you know soon.” She looked over my shoulder at Dar. “Dar sorry we didn’t get a chance to talk. I promise to make time soon for you.”

 

Looking at the guards by the door I laughed. “OK boys lets get this circus on the road.”  We all trooped out the door.

 

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

Later that night I once again sat looking out the window. “Dar, I really miss being in space. I have grown to love my position as Ambassador, but I miss the thrill of space travel. Sometimes… Sometimes I wish that I was still in Diablo on Firefly Station. You would have to be there with me now. I don’t think I could live without you.”

 

She crossed the room and gave me a big hug and kiss. “I love you too, sweetie.” We held each other for several long minutes as we both looked out into the night sky.

 

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

Millions of miles away in the Capital system. Alpha 222 was also gazing at the night sky. He was watching the departure of the courier ship. It was returning to Earth and the Council of Ten. He was sure they were eager for information about the conquest. He turned away and began walking toward the Zeta camp. The mostly unused airfield concourse and terminal buildings loomed on either side of him. They still showed damage from the invasion many months ago. The walls were cracked and broken glass lay in chunks on the pavement.  Alpha 222 ignored all of it. He even ignored the two Delta clones that served as his bodyguards. Normally he would forgo them, but there had been terrorist attacks and human sightings this entire week. The Beta and Delta commanders had insisted he take them along.

 

As he approached the main compound, he could hear the screams. The refugee columns had stopped coming as word spread that it was not salvation, but extermination that was beneath the lights. His nuclear attack had not only devastated the main city, but the EMP it created destroyed and damaged electronics on half the planet. Communications could only be done by word of mouth. In the early days after the explosion many humans refused to believe that Earth visitors would harm them and boldly marched into camp.

 

The screams were growing louder now. This planet teemed with the vermin. The Council of Ten and the Program itself had given him two tasks. Until landing on the planet he had not understood the scope of the first task. Humans were in short supply back on Earth. They were used in the fields and for spaceship construction. Their short lifespans and fragile bodies made for a poor workforce. But they served their purpose. His first task was extermination of the breed. He was to reduce them to less than one percent. Survivors would be bred and cultivated for future sources of genetic material. The second task was to bring the rest of the galaxy under the Program’s control. The two went hand-in-hand. Conquer a planet, kill the humans on it.

 

The bright lights of the camp reflected off the walls of the terminal. Ghastly shadows painted the walls. Screams and moans filled the air. The camp was made up of three main sections: Storage, interrogation, and extermination. The pen holding those yet to be interrogated covered what was once the airfield landing zone. Towers filled with Delta sharpshooters were spaced every twenty-five feet along the fence. Shot were heard every few minutes as desperate humans threw themselves and the fence or attempted to climb over it. The Alpha shook his head. Wasteful.

 

Zeta 100 looked up from his current subject and saw his supreme leader watching him. “Sir. Have you come to watch?”

 

The Alpha stared at the human locked into the medieval looking table. Clamps held legs and arms in immovable positions. The head was held firmly upright so that it could watch what was happening to the body. It was a very effective procedure. Very few subjects failed to supply the needed information.

 

Ignoring the question the Alpha looked at the Zeta second-in-command. “Are you still getting the answers you need?”

 

“Some. Younger ones, such as this piece-of-meat, know very little. This one was an undersecretary to the planetary Governor. He was in charge of earthquake and disaster relief. Under his supervision supplies and other material was secreted in hidden bunkers around the planet. He has been telling me all about it.” The Zeta touched the man with the electrode in his hand. The body on the table barely moved until he applied the second electrode. The subjects body arched off the table a silent scream on his face.

 

“As you can see this is not our first procedure. This one has screamed his throat raw. I don’t believe he has anything left to tell us.”

 

The Alpha looked down into the young human’s remaining eye. Even though it was rotating wildly in its socket, he could see a spark of defiance in it. “Not to tell you your job, but this one is keeping something back.”

 

“Is he now? Interesting. Let us try something new.” The Zeta looked to the shelving unit behind him. It was filled with all manner of torture and scientific device. Staring at the various instruments he pulled on a pair of shiny gloves and selected a large clear container. A bright red liquid filled the bottle. He uncapped the bottle and carefully poured the foul smelling potion into a beaker. He carried the beaker over to his subject on the table.

 

“This my friend is something very special I brought from Earth. It is an acid we found out near Venus. It will eat through any material except silicon. These gloves I wear are impervious to it. However your skin and bones are not. I will put just a drop on your arm as a demonstration.” The Zeta pulled the arm up and locked it in place so the subject could watch. One drop is all that he put on the bare skin of the young man.

 

Alpha 222 watched in fascination as the acid bubbling and boiling ate a small hole through the subject's arm. As he watched steam began to rise from the hole. Zeta 100 placed a clear glass plate underneath the arm of the subject. The acid burned its way completely through and went splat on the plate. There was no blood to speak of.

 

At his puzzled look the Zeta replied. “It cauterizes as it goes. It will burn through any part of the body. A very effective tool. Now how about here for the next spot?” He traced his fingers down the subjects chest stopping at his groin area. “Maybe we will get a look at your soul.”

 

“Is there an antidote to the acid?”

 

The Zeta looked up at the Alpha. “Of course. We always stock the antidote in case of accidents. It is a form of neutralizer.”

 

Looking down at the now squirming subject the Zeta smiled. “And here I thought we were done. Now how about where the hidden bases are located?” Very carefully the Zeta began placing dots of acid on the subject's skin in a line downward toward his pubis. The holes began to smoke and sizzle as they burned.

 

The two clones watched dispassionately as the acid burned through the subject. The man on the table began to mutter and attempted to speak. The Zeta leaned in close as the man whispered the hidden locations of the military assets. “See how easy that was? You shouldn’t have hidden this from me.” The man whispered more loudly this time.

 

“Neutralizer…”

 

“What? Ah yes you need to be neutralized don’t you?”  He called for the guards.

 

The guards unlocked the now writhing man. “Neutralizer… you said… Neutralizer.”

 

The Zeta looked at his former subject. “Did you think it was for you? Oh, no. Guards take him to be neutralized please.”

 

The guards dragged the helpless man out of the chamber on his way to the termination tent. “Stupid humans. They always think it's about them. The locations he gave will be checked out. I will keep you informed.”

 

“Good work. Stay on top of it please.” The Alpha looked up as yet another subject was dragged into the room and strapped to the table. It was a woman this time. For some it was going to be a long night.

 

 

Chapter 9

 

 

 

 

We met the next day in the Martian Central Command Center. Our idea was to create a grand fleet. It sounded like something out of a vid or fantasy novel. Each member government would contribute as many ships as they could afford and some they couldn’t. This attack was vital to the survival of humanity as a whole. Not just some colony world at the end of space. Governments would only be told the bare minimum to avoid conflict and espionage. The former Hong Kong Secretary of the Interior was used as an example. Loose lips sank ships.

 

“How many ships can Mars contribute to the effort?” We were meeting in one of the larger conference rooms. Large vid screens covered the walls. Each planet had its own screen. Seeing the number and type of ships each planet had in use was sobering. We were outnumbered by a lot!

 

“If we strip the reserve fleet of all usable ships, we should be able to field seventy ships. I would send more but the ones left in reserve just don’t have the legs to get into Earth space and be able to get out in one piece. They are more of a liability than an asset. We are sending all the fighters we have. Three of our newest strike fighters are out there and the rest are Fuglies or obsolete models. Six squadrons is all we have on the planet.”

 

“I contacted Minerva, and she's sending the new fleet. Both carriers are older and can only hold two short squadrons only. The Black Sheep and the Silver Valkyries are getting packed into one of our new Q ships and sent along too. This will be a trial run for them.”

 

“Athena, have you thanked Wilson for me yet? Without his help this attack wouldn’t happen.”

 

“He knows Grandmother. I think he plans to hold it over our heads for a long while.”

 

“That sounds like something he would do. Have you figured out how he is able to communicate that way?”

 

I looked at my grandmother and rolled my eyes. “No. He refuses to discuss it with me. It’s funny. I built the prototype RAM robots and even they can do it. It has to be a software thing but damned if I can find it. There have already been several abductions of RAM robots by some to the corporate groups.”

 

“I hadn’t heard that. Did they find the answer?”

 

“Not a bit. The Robots either exploded, or they called in police and military to capture the ‘pirates.’ No one has tried to capture one of the CATTs yet. It would be a really stupid move because they can defend themselves.”

 

“Didn’t I hear about one of the robots in the vid news?”

 

I started laughing. “Yeah, Lester. That story is pretty funny. So a couple of pirates see a robot for sale at a market in New Texas space. They negotiate and buy it. When told about the contract obligation they laugh and throw it away. They abused the RAM when he tried to explain his rights so the first time they make port in League space they are arrested for kidnapping. It has become a parable for don’t screw with the robots.”

 

“What happened to the robot? He took them to court and won their ship! He works as a school teacher believe it or not. I built them but they are changing society.”

 

“Dear, you are making your mark you know that right?” I nodded my head.

 

“Grandmother, I all wanted was to be an Engineer. Nothing else.”

 

“I know that Athena. Your mother would have been very proud of you.” Wilson took that moment to put us back on task.

 

“Athena, the New Texas Militia says they can provide their battleship and a heavy cruiser. They have two squadrons of mixed fighters as well. They think they can fit them either on the cruiser or the BS.”

 

“Have them contact Chief Engineer Kościuszk at the Fooey shipyard. He would be able to tell them how to make it fit. I might be able to, but he has more experience with the older models than I do. If anyone can squeeze a square peg into a round hole, it’s Tadeusz.”

 

I looked up at the screens. “What about the Rus system? They joined the League recently.”

 

“Seriously? Athena, the last report I had from our agents in that system stated all they had patrolling was a couple of converted mine-layers and some freighters.”

 

“I have it on good authority they have at least one fighter squadron based out of those freighters. We should include them. It’s for humanities sake, Grandmother. Everyone who can help should be allowed to.”

 

She looked at me then turned toward Dar. Dar shrugged and went back to organizing the incoming ships. “Fine. You’re right. Can we get word to them in time?”

 

“Wilson says that one of Hong Kong’s merchants is stuck in the Rus waiting for a ship part that his onboard RAM unit can’t fabricate.” I smiled at her.

 

My grandmother just shook her head. “He’s sharp that AI of your’s. Has he been able to find Kane’s fleet?”

 

I glanced at one of the screens. It held a tally of what we knew of Kane’s remaining fleet. “He thinks he knows where she went, but it’s too far away for us to do anything. He might be able to reach her, but she might not be there after all.”

 

She looked at the galactic map. “How far out is she?”

 

“He said that based on the course she took there is only one colony world that we are aware of in that direction, Greenlandia.”

 

“Crap! That’s almost sixteen long jumps away, and that's with a new ship. With what she had, impossible? What is out there for her to find?”

 

“They were one of the last colonies to join the Old Empire before the Cabal took over. Fleet used to have a base out there. Minerva has a tech on the station who is from Greenlandia. She’s one of the twins. I know I told you That story? According to her, the resupply base is still there. She said that they upgraded the defenses and built up some kind of fleet too after they joined. She was a little vague about it. Her family is planetary Militia, and she didn’t want them mad at her. Regardless, it’s a good place for the Admiral. No way they would support either the Cabal or Earth. Unfortunately they are way, way off the beaten path. It may be some months before they find out about the Earthies.”

 

“We will cross them off the list then. You know when she finds out about this she will kick herself for missing it?”

 

“I’ve served with her remember? So who is left?”

 

Amalie studied the vid screens. “The only other system we know has a non-aligned fleet is Celtica.”

 

I winced at that word. “Ouch. Grandmother they do not like me at all there. Is Kate O'Malley still in charge out there?”

 

“Yes, she is. She challenged Taoiseach McCarthy to a duel and took control of the planet a few years ago. She is as much a statesman as a pirate these days. She might not shoot you on sight. It’s worth talking to her. At last estimate they had a good sized fleet along with several fighter wings. You might stress to her that once Earth wipes us out she is next. It’s in her best interest to help us now rather than later.”

 

“Me? Why do I have to go?”

 

“You are the Ambassador aren’t you? Besides who would we send in place of you? That idiot from New Texas?”

 

“By-the-Gods no. Fine. But I want to take some of our more advanced ships with me.”

 

“Of course. You are my heir. Whether you like it or not, it is what you are. I’m sending fourth fleet with you.”

 

“Fourth? Grandmother… that’s too much! We need them here.”

 

“Think of it as a training mission. We have time. Not much, but enough for you to get there and back. Stress to her that she is needed. When this is all over we will open up official relations with Celtica. Promise her this.”

 

“Grandmother! They’re Pirates! The Senate will never go for it!”

 

“Leave them to me. Make the promise in my name. Now. I have already sent word, and the fleet is waiting for you.”

 

“Waiting… Damn it you sandbagged me! That’s dirty politics Grandmother!”

 

“Just a lesson for you dear heart. Take Dar with you. Your security team is all packed and ready to go. Bellona is sending along a team of her own so make room for them.” Amalie stepped over to me and gave me a huge hug. “Make us all proud Athena.” She let go of me and strode from the room.

 

I looked over at Dar. “Did you know about this?”

 

She smiled at me. “If I say yes, are you going to spank me?”

 

I smiled back at her. My big strong Marine Captain had no shame whatsoever. I walked over to her and gave her a big hug. She leaned down to kiss me. I whispered to her. “Still want me to spank you?” I pulled away and hurried through the doors.

 

Dar stood stock still for just a moment staring after me. She shook her head and pursued me.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

 

The Martian Fourth Fleet was new. It was not part of the reserve fleet. They were the newest of the new in Martian shipbuilding technology. The Engineer in me could not help but rub my hands in anticipation. Each fleet in the Martian Navy took the names of one of the countries of Old Earth that settled it. It was in order of settlement. In order it was the United States, Great Britain, Italy, Australia, and finally Norway. Each successive wave of settlers brought their culture and beliefs with them. Mars evolved into a very fascinating planet because of them. Fifth Fleet was still under construction, but would carry names based in Norse or Old Norse history or mythology. The same could be said for the other four fleets. I had Wilson brief me on Australia and some of its history. I wanted to respect the fleet not disregard it.

 

My security team almost didn’t fit inside the shuttle. I laughed as the officers and crew that were departing stared at the circus that was my entourage. To me it sounded like a the plot of a vid show or something, ‘How To Squeeze Into A Shuttle’. Fortunately, we departed without incident.

 

“Do you know where we are going Athena?” Dar was looking out the one viewport in the bulkhead.

 

“Grandmother said that Fourth Fleet has two Carriers. The Melbourne and the Sydney. Wilson told me they were named after cities in Australia. They are both ironically Colossus class. They participated in the fight against the Earth ship of the same name. They are credited with destroying the majority of the stray fighters in that conflict. We are going to the Sydney. It will be operating as the flagship of our little adventure. We have an escort of two heavy cruisers, a battleship, ten destroyers, and four squadrons of the new Martian advanced space fighter the Space Fury.”

 

“Who came up with that name? It sounds like it’s from a comic book.”

 

“Believe it or not school children. There was a contest. Wilson said it came from a historical record of one of the students. His great-great-great-great grandfather flew Sea Furies in a war against someone called the Reds.”

 

“Reds? Who or what are Reds? Aliens?” I started laughing at the look on Sergeant Carter’s face. I pointed at him.

 

“Do you believe in aliens Sergeant?” He looked down at the deck and murmured something too low to hear.

 

“What was that Carter?” Dar looked expectantly at him.

 

“Sorry, Ma’am. What I said was aliens don’t exist.”

 

I arched an eyebrow at the red-faced man. “Of course they don’t Sergeant. I believe you are an expert are you not?”

 

His head jerked up in surprise. His eyes grew wide at my smile. “I like to know who is guarding me Vince. It’s not in your records, but I know about the little club you run.”

 

“Ma’am, I don’t know what you think…”

 

“Forget I mentioned it.”

 

I smiled and nudged Dar. She and I had been very surprised when Wilson’s minions dug up the information that the Sergeant was the leader and chief officer of Aliens Now, a website devoted to finding and communicating with little green men. Several of the other guards had surprises in their backgrounds too but Vince’s was the most otherworldly. I had looked at some of his evidence and a few things had some merit but none of the actual science checked out.

 

The fleet was parked in Phobos orbit near the fleet refueling depot. Our shuttle obtained clearance and approached the large carrier. As I watched two Martian Space fighters peeled off and returned to Mars. We had an escort, and I hadn’t even noticed.

 

One of the pilots stuck his head inside the cargo area. “Ambassador Lee? The Captain wants me to pass along the word that you will be piped over the side on the Sydney.”

 

I groaned. “Thank you Lieutenant…?”

 

“Malcomes, Ma’am.”

 

“Thank you for the heads up Lieutenant Malcomes. Inform the Captain that I will be ready.”

 

Turning toward my entourage I shook my head. “My headache just became yours. We have until we dock to get shipshape to be piped aboard. Everyone get cleaned up and prepared. I would suggest instead of blues you go full-on combat prep. Let's give them a show shall we?”

 

Dar chuckled as she, like the her troops, began digging into her travel cases and equipment bags. Being crammed like we were in a parts case, we somehow still managed to change without knocking each other out. Close quarters indeed.

 

I felt the slight bump as we exchanged weightlessness for gravity. I knew without looking that the shuttle had entered the hangar bay on the carrier. Mars had force shield technology on all their modern capital ships. I chanced a quick glance out the port and saw Navy personnel in ship's formal dress whites with the distinctive Martian red stripe down the left side of the uniform.

 

Normal procedure was for a visiting Admiral to exit first followed by each rank of officer. I was not an Admiral nor was I technically Martian. I still represented Hong Kong. We would do this my way.

 

Dar was actually the first one piped aboard. The surprise on the Admiral and other officer’s faces was priceless. Old Navy men and women like it when tradition is followed. Too bad. Half my team disembarked along with the CATTs before I stepped off to the sound of pipes. They were actual pipes, unlike the recording that the Old Imperial fleet used. The rest of my team brought up the rear.

 

As I stepped forward, I could see some of the Admiral’s aides tense up. My protection team did look rather menacing. Dar and her six troops were dressed in their new Martian Special forces Shadow armor. They could hide almost anywhere in those outfits. Our planet didn’t have the tech yet, but it was a gift. Each Marine was equipped with the latest Manderle assault rifle and carried their individual personal weapons. I was wearing one of the gowns grandmother had bought me last Noodlemass.

 

“Ambassador Lee, I’m Admiral Kanak. Welcome to the Sydney.”

 

“Thank you, Admiral. We are happy to be here.” He introduced his officers, and I introduced Dar and her team. The Admiral was familiar with the CATTs and barely mentioned the six that accompanied me. Promising a tour later I was shown to my cabin on the same deck as the bridge. The Ambassadorial suite was both state of the art and more luxurious than a fancy hotel room. I quickly changed to more comfortable ship gear and talked to my team.

 

“OK. We are visitors here, but we don’t know any of these people and they don’t really know us. So try not to get into any trouble. I will inform the Admiral and Captain Janszoon that my people need to get acquainted with the ship and be assigned fall back defensive positions. Be sure you unpack our kits and get everything stowed properly.”

 

Both Dar and the members of the team gave me incredulous looks. “Sorry, it’s the Engineering Captain in me. My grandmother told me before we left Mars that I was her Heir, officially. Until we know what that means to these people keep it to yourselves. Keep OPSEC please. The Cabal shouldn’t be an issue among these people now that the Earthies have shown their true colors, but be careful. The CATTs will be scanning the room and exploring the ship if they need assistance please treat what they say as if it came from me. It might. Now I need two of you and Tree and Bee to accompany me to see the Admiral.”

 

The five us left our suite of rooms and headed for the Bridge. Two armed Martian Marines were guarding the door.

 

“Could one of you gentlemen inform either the Admiral or the Captain that I would like to speak to them?”

 

The Marines looked at me in my Hong Kong Captain’s uniform and my guards and whispered a code into their network. Shortly the hatch opened and Captain Janszoon stepped out. “Ambassador Lee, is there something I can help you with?”

 

I smiled. “Yes, Captain. I need to meet with you and the Admiral to discuss shipboard decorum and our mission details. Now should be a good time. I noticed that your engines have yet to spool up. We should have jumped at least an hour ago. I need to know why this is?”

 

The Captain looked outraged for a moment then regained his composure. “Let me confer with the Admiral.” He stepped back onto the bridge. I smiled at the two confused Marines. I glanced over my shoulder at Dar. She smiled back at me.

 

The bridge hatch opened again, and the Captain stepped out. “Ambassador Lee, the Admiral sends his regards, but regrets that he does not have time for you at the moment. As for our schedule he reminds you that you are a passenger on this ship and one from another Navy.” He turned and stepped back closing the hatch behind him.

 

“So that is how it will be, is it?” I turned and found Bee and Tree looking at me. “Bee, contact Bellona for me please.”

 

“Yes, Athena.” The two Marines goggled at the talking Catt at their feet. “Bellona is online.”

 

“Bellona, please pass to Grandmother that her Navy is being somewhat stubborn and has not even powered up their engines yet.” I looked at Tree. “Can you send a recording of our meeting just now along to them too?” Tree nodded to me.

 

It took what felt like seconds to receive a response from Bellona.

 

“Athena, Bellona states that the Primus just threw a vase through the display. The blockage should be cleared momentarily.”  The two Martian Marines looked at each other in surprise at the word Primus.

 

“Athena, Bellona says expect change in status in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. Now.” We could all hear raised voices as both Admiral Kanak and Captain Janszoon were escorted off the bridge of their own ship by armed Martian Marines.

 

“This is outrageous! How dare you arrest me! I’ll have you up on charges!” Both men were protesting at the top of their lungs as they were carried past us.

 

An officer wearing a full commander’s uniform stepped out and scowled at the departing officers. She turned toward us and smiled. “Ambassador Lee? Thank you for that.”

 

“I didn’t do anything.”

 

“Didn’t you? That pompous ass and his lackey ruled over us for too long. According to the Primus we are at your orders, Captain Lee.” Dar chuckled at the look on my face. She told me later my eyes bugged out, and I went sheet-white in the face.

 

“Me? I’ve never commanded an entire ship in battle or otherwise before Commander.” I fingered my rank markings. “These are engineering tabs, not bridge.”

 

The commander smiled. “Primus Dorr said you would object. I will assist you as will the others. I believe we have a mission to start?” She motioned toward the hatch.

 

The message from grandmother affected my status as well as the traitors. I was promoted. Grandmother felt that an Engineering Captain was not the proper rank to command a fleet for a raid. She informed me that I was now a Martian Rear Admiral. She would take no objections from me. I did try.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 

It seems the Admiral, and the Captain had a nice little scheme going on. Fourth Fleet almost never left Mars. It was the newest and was considered Home Fleet. The two Officers were skimming the shipboard supplies and had some sort of deal worked out with the fuel supplier. All it took was a CATT, and a pissed off Primus to take them down. The bridge crew was unaware of the crooked deals as far as we could tell. I immediately ordered the engines fired up and the fleet to prepare for jump.

 

“Ma’am communications are lighting up with calls from the other ships.” The Commander was named Abigail Tasman. According to grandmother she had been on board for over five years. The Captain had been blocking any attempt she made to transfer out. She ran the ship better than he had.

 

“Can you display all of them on the screen at the same time?” This bridge was a dream. Everything was really new and cool.

 

“Of course, Ma’am. ”She gave the order and one by one the ships were displayed on the main screen.

 

“Captains, prepare your ships. We begin jump maneuvers in one hour.” I used my command voice.

 

“Who the bloody hell are you? Where is Captain Janzoon or Admiral Kanak?”

 

“Captain Wallis. The Admiral and the Captain have been placed under arrest for dereliction of duty and at this moment are on their way back to Mars under armed guard. My name is Admiral Athena Lee.”

 

“The hell you say! I demand to speak to my Admiral! Who the hell are you to speak to me like that? You look like a trumped up doxie! You are a mutineer!”

 

Wonderful. Why is it I end up with idiots like this one? “Tree or Bee can you…”

 

“Already taken care of Admiral Lee.” We could see the ships bridge behind the fuming Captain. Armed Marines appeared behind him and dragged him kicking and screaming off the deck.

 

“Now. Once again. My name is Admiral Athena Lee. My Grandmother  Amalie Dorr Primus of Mars placed me in charge of the Fleet. I am also Ambassador Lee of Hong Kong and Captain of Engineering for its Navy. Are there anymore questions? Does anyone wish to join the three officers now under arrest?”  None of the shocked looking officers made a sound. “Excellent! You have your orders, follow them. We are jumping to the Celtica system to make a deal with Pirates. Any ship that fires first without orders to do so first will be fed to the CATTs at my feet! Prepare your ships, we jump soon!”

 

I made a cut off motion to communications. “Well, that was fun!” I looked around at the bridge officers. All of them were women. “Commander Tasman, what is this ship's status?” I motioned  her toward the ready room. My new Ready Room.

 

The Ready Room looked the same as all the ones on ships everywhere. The only difference is all the new vid equipment and the Captain's desk. I swept the desk clear of the former captains things and threw them all into the trash. Rather than sit in his chair I sat on the desk. “Now, let’s talk.”

 

Commander Tasman was watching the guards take up position by the door and my two CATTs jumped up onto the desk and sat beside me. “What would you like to know, Ma’am?”

 

“How about we start with that out there?” I pointed toward the bridge.

 

She hung her head. “I tried Admiral. I tried so very hard to protect them.”

 

“How bad is it?”

 

“Bad. The younger ones are the worst. They had no one to turn to. How do you go up the chain of command when your abuser is the whole chain?”

 

I actually heard a growl from the two CATTs beside me. I stroked Tree’s head. It only looked like I was petting fur. The hologram was just that good. “Is there a similar problem on board any of the other ships?”

 

She thought for a moment. “Maybe the heavy cruiser Kangaroo. That was Captain Wallis’s ship. He and the former Admiral were pretty tight.”

 

“Spread the word. Use the Chiefs if you have to. If I hear of any abuse, I will space the culprit. Is that understood?”

 

“Yes, Ma’am.” She had a big smile on her face.

 

“Now, how ready is the ship for our mission? I want the truth.”

 

“Maybe seventy percent? We haven’t left the system since the trials over four years ago. We have excellent engineers on board, but the Admiral never took us out. Supplies are full at the moment. The crew. I’m not sure.”

 

“Well, we will find out. Our mission could be a dangerous one.” I had Tree put the star maps up on the vid screen.

 

The commander was staring at the CATTs. “Have you never seen a CATT before?”

 

“No, Ma’am. I read the reports about them but the Admiral he…”

 

“I understand. He kept the ship away from them. Well let’s have a CATT lesson. These are CATTs. I brought six with me so don’t be surprised if you see them around. It is basically a robot shell and an Artificial intelligence brain. They are people. They have leaders and they are organized. Bee and Tree here act as my bodyguards and personal secretaries. Don’t discount them. They are very dangerous when they need to be. One thing that is not well known about them is their ability to connect to each other. At this moment our conversation is being sent to your Primus. Don’t expect to see your former officers ever again. My Grandmother is beyond pissed right now.”

 

I had to calm the young looking commander down because she just about had a panic attack when hearing who was listening in.

 

“How much do you know about our mission?” I paused for a moment as I felt a slight vibration. It was very faint. I cocked my head to the side as if listening.

 

“Ma’am is something wrong?”

 

“No, just the engines spooling up. I noticed the faint vibration.”

 

“Ma’am I only know the basics. Where we are going.”

 

It took half an hour to explain. For some reason the Admiral had kept his command in the dark about Earth. I told the CATTs to check out the former Admiral and Captains. We may have just caught some Cabal supporters.

 

“Ma’am, engineering says they are ready.”

 

“Excellent! What is the status of the rest of the Fleet, are they ready?”

 

“All ships are ready except the destroyer Tasmania. They have a drive harmonic that their engineer says cannot be fixed without a shipyard.” I made a face at that bold of a statement. I sighed and blew out a breath.

 

“Fine. Inform Captain?”

 

“George, Ma’am.”

 

“Inform Captain George he is to get his ship repaired and join the other fleets in the upcoming exercise. Please have him personally check with Fleet repairs about the harmonic.” I looked at Commander Tasman. “Contact Naval Command and inform them that the Tasmania is staying. Tell them to investigate the Chief Engineer as well.”

 

The commander sent the messages and then returned with a questioning look on her face.

 

“Go ahead and spit it out Abigail.” The commander jumped at the use of her given name.

 

“Why investigate the Engineer? Ma’am.”

 

Time for a lesson. “In the past, a drive harmonic was a death knell to any ship of the line. If one popped up during battle it could be disastrous. Standard procedure is to shut the engine down, engage impellers, and return to base asap. However, these new ships don’t have the same style of engines that half the galaxy uses. They don’t get drive harmonics anymore.”

 

“Oh. I see.”

 

I chuckled. “Yeah. So two idiots over there. An Engineer who will be arrested for at the bare minimum cowardice in the face of the enemy and a Captain who let him get away with it.” I glanced around the room. I could see the other officers and techs straining to hear what I was saying. Raising my voice I said. “Let that be a lesson to all of you. Know your ship. Don’t allow another to make a decision for you without checking first. Now that whole ship is under suspicion. Any one of the other Engineering staff should have known about harmonics and the new engines.” I checked our position. “OK girls lets get this show on the road!”

 

“Yes, Admiral! Communications, send the coordinates. Notify engineering we are jumping. Navigation, initiate jump in 5, 4,3, 2, 1, and Jump!”

 

The entire bridge crew braced themselves for the jump. I didn’t. New engines and all that. The ship trembled a moment then surged to life and rumbled as we entered jump space.

 

“Ladies! Congratulations on your first combat jump! I would suggest you read up on the new features of this class of ships. It surprises me that you haven’t as yet done so.”

 

“Ma’am, when the old Admiral came on board he deleted most of the material surrounding the new equipment. His reason was his own.”

 

“Well, we shall have to repair that. Tree? Contact Bellona and have her send all the manuals. Commander expect lots of new reading material on your tablets in about a minute.”

 

“Athena, Bellona says thank you and everything is ready.”

 

“See? All done. I love my CATTs. Now start studying. We may find ourselves in a battle with pirates before too long. I will be in the Ready Room if you need me. You have the bridge Commander Tasman.”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. I have the bridge.”

 

Motioning to Dar we left the bridge. As I entered the Ready Room, I interrupted a couple of maintenance techs in the process of cleaning up the room and sterilizing the former Captain's desk. “Sorry, don’t mind me. Carry on.”

 

Looking at Dar I sighed. “Do me a favor sweetie. I’m pretty sure this ship does not have an NCIS representative or even Martian Special Service on board. Lock down the Captain's and Admiral’s quarters and place a guard. Use one of the ship's Marines for that. If we survive this, I’m sure that MSS will want to examine those two cabins themselves. I’m starting to believe they were both traitors.”

 

She nodded. “Thats a good idea, hon. It will give me and the boys something constructive to do.” She grabbed Vince and one of the CATTs and left the room. Bee and Tree remained along with two of my guards.

 

I reached up and rubbed my eyes for a moment. Bowing my head I said a silent prayer to the Gods of Space and FSM to watch over me and my new Fleet. I chuckled for a moment and included Captain Frank Gorshin in that prayer as well. I think I was channeling the man earlier. He would have been very amused at my current situation. He always wanted me as a bridge officer and not an engineer.

 

The techs finished their job and left silently. I stood and then sat down at my new Captain's’ desk and console. “Tree can you scan and remove any illegal programs?”

 

The CATT jumped up on the console and inserted its tail into the optical port. Its eyes flashed a brilliant blue for just a moment. “All files have been sent to Bellona. It’s safe to use now.”

 

“Thank you Tree.” After the CATTs were assigned to me I questioned their names. The answer I received surprised me. They were the best approximations in English of the old Norse names for the two cats that pulled the Goddess Freya’s chariot. I made a mental note to research her and add her to my personal altar. More support in battle can’t hurt. I configured the console to my liking and opened up the files on Celtica again. Kate O'Malley. I should have figured I would see the Irish pirates again. It was a form or Karma after all. May your life be interesting. More of a curse.  I set a task for myself and began to read. These new ships were faster than most so we had about two hours more of jump time before we reached the outer marker of Celtica.

 

The information in the files was so dry that I actually fell asleep on my console and the CATTs let me do it. I awoke to find a stylus stuck to my head and drool running down my chin. I could hear snickers to my left. Turning my head, I could see Dar and my CATTs playing some sort of game together.

 

“Nice nap?”

 

I scrubbed my face on the sleeve of my uniform and sat up. “Whatcha playing?”

 

“It’s a variation of chess my family taught me. I think the Bee and Tree are cheating at it.”

 

“No, we just are better than you.” Their voices still surprised me.

 

“Do you know the Fleet’s status?”

 

“Yes, Athena. The ships should drop out of jump within the next half hour. We have been studying the readouts from engineering.”

 

“Find anything interesting?”

 

“Not yet. The crew itself is clean of corruption. Bellona said to tell you that you were correct in your assumption. The Admiral was in the employ of the Cabal. Both he and the Captain refused to believe anything bad about Earth. They intended to take the fleet and jump to Capital not Celtica.”

 

“I hate it when I’m right.” That would have meant the loss of the ships and given Earth our best technology to reverse engineer.

 

The ship gave a slight vibration. “Check with engineering. I think we are about to come out of jump.” At the CATTs nod I stood up and headed for the bridge.

 

As I walked through the main hatch Commander Tasman began speaking. “Captain, I mean Admiral, engineering reports we are about to come out of jump.”

 

“Thank you Abigail. I felt the vibration in my Ready Room. As soon as we come out of jump, set condition two in the fleet. We should be right on the edge of the system but they may have sensors out this far. I would.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 

The screeching alarm woke up the command watch on duty in the control room. Last night the poker game was longer than expected and adding in dancing girls to the mix made it run even longer. Commander Jordan squinted at the readouts on his console. Damn, that Michaleen Flynn. That whiskey he sloshes about is the God’s worst. That was all the commander could think about. Making and drinking various forms of Irish Whiskey was a national sport on Celtica. He squinted at the console again. That cannot be right he thought to himself.

 

Thump! He whacked the console with his fist and regretted every moment of it. His head was killing him! No more whiskey late at night! He knew he was lying to himself as soon as he thought it. He shook his head to clear it. There was no way those readouts were right. He punched a button, and the information transferred to the main screen. According to sensors, a large fleet of unknown ships just jumped into the system. He cursed as he read through the readouts a second time. Not a lie and not anything they had in the area unless Siobhan was back from patrol early. That wasn’t likely. For the moment the ships were just sitting on the edge of Celtica space. He stretched his arms out in another attempt to wake up. Feck! The Taoiseach was going to freak! Reluctantly he hit the emergency button on the top of his station.

 

Loud alarms began to sound. Very loud alarms. His ears ringing, Commander Jordan immediately regretted hitting the button. He looked down as a voice from the floor began to yell and winced.

 

“What the fecking hell! Eddie turn it off! For god's sake and the state of my poor brain, please turn it off!” Lieutenant Forbes was under his desk moaning in pain. He watched the man clutch his head and pass back out. Wimp!

 

A small older man staggered into the room and fell against his desk. “Is this your punishment for the whiskey? Just shoot me now then because my fecking head is about to explode!” Michaleen Flynn was only a Lieutenant at the moment. He had achieved the rank of Captain twice only to be demoted back to lieutenant after being caught drinking the rotgut he makes and sells on duty. Like now.

 

“Michaleen, get on your console! A large fleet just jumped into the system, and it’s not one of ours!”

 

“The Hell you say! Don’t they know this is Monday?” The little man rubbed his head and moaned. His headache had returned, and he felt like he was going to be sick. “Oh, Feck! Have you told herself yet?”

 

The commander looked over at his crewman. “I was just about to send the message. I thought maybe the alarm might have told her already.”

 

Michaleen shook his head. “No, she disconnected that button over there. It only sounds in here. She wanted a live person to tell her news, not a machine. She has trust issues.”

 

“None of us are alive in here.” He looked around the room. The rest of his unit were still all passed out on the floor or desks. “They are too hung over for that! OK, I’ll contact her. Maybe she won’t shoot me.” He hit a sequence of buttons on his console and waited for a moment.

 

A screaming woman’s voice came over the comm causing those in the command center to clutch their heads in pain, again. “What the Fecking Hell made you call me at this Fecking hour? Did you not realize what Fecking hour this is? I was up half the night celebrating the wedding of my daughter! So what is so fecking important you lazy bastards!”

 

“Kate! A huge fleet just popped up in sector eight!” The officer prayed she wouldn’t shoot him.

 

“What! You better not be lying to me! Whose ships are they? Sent the alert signal, wake those lazy bastards up and get them in the air! Tell them to stick to the planet until we figure what we are dealing with here.”

 

The commander kicked the lieutenant hard in his gut. “Get your lazy drunk ass Up! We have work to do!” He stepped over the drunkard’s station and punched in an override code. Sirens began echoing across every settlement on the planet.

 

~~~~

 

Celtica was one of the last planets settled during the United Nations forced settlement phase. Entire neighborhoods were swept up in the raid and packed on board ships and sent into space. When it was Ireland’s time, they took from both the North and the South regardless of religion or creed. It may have been on purpose. Like many of the other colony ships in this period, the ship was incredibly overbooked. In any case, ten thousand were expected to die after the first jump. Space travel was for the young, at least in those early days.

 

That estimate was very low for those unlucky colonists on the UN Ship Boyne. More than fifteen thousand died during and after the first jump. Many of the suburbs and high population areas that were pillaged for colonists were retirement communities. After the mass funeral and body disposal, began the war. North vs. South, the Irish made war upon each other inside the shell of the colony ship. The Gen-Mod pilots and crew could only watch in horror as the potential colonists made war upon each other. It wasn’t just religious or politics that fed the violence. Battles were fought over control of food, better cabins, and access to the crew. Fighting Irish was not just a term of endearment. Of the forty thousand settlers that left Earth only twenty thousand or so survived the trip mostly young adults and children. The ship's crew off-loaded them as quickly as possible. The heartbreaking decision that many ships colonists had to deal with was taken out of their hands. The Boyne’s Captain and crew didn’t tell the colonists that the elderly wouldn’t survive the trip down. To the colonists, this became one more way that the UN and British were conquering them. At least to them, they saw it that way.

 

As soon as the colonists were offloaded, the pilots sent the ship into a death spiral aimed at the sun. The pilots escaped in a small scout ship. Leaving ship technology in the hands of warlike colonists was forbidden. For almost forty years they were completely forgotten about by the galaxy at large. Until one day a small freighter detected the colony and came down for a visit.

 

Whatlys Rover was a small trading vessel out of Mars. They were exploring each system in consecutive rings out from Mars searching for possible mining or trading ventures. They detected very primitive radio signals where there shouldn't be any, so they investigated. What they found was a lost Irish colony. After losing most of their teachers and educated adults, the colony reverted to clans and clan chieftains as a government structure.

 

The various clans made war on each other for resources and protection. The freighter's crew made the mistake of befriending the wrong clan. The Rover’s surviving crew was forced to give up the secret of space to the primitive warriors. The age of the Irish Space Pirates had begun. Slowly their constant raiding of the distant space-lanes brought the planet up to close to modern standards by boot-strapping it. Agriculture was still the primary industry on the planet. In orbit was where the real power lay. After years of stealing or buying wrecks, the clans had built an effective shipyard and had a large defensive fleet of over forty vessels. It was these ships that powered up and formed a perimeter around the planet.

 

~~~~~

 

 

Kicking his way through a pack of drunken fighter pilots Captain Peter Lonergan pried the door open to the bridge and stepped inside. “What the hell is that noise?” Some system on his ship was screaming out a pulsing alarm that caused excruciating pain in his head.

 

“Sir, it’s the general alarm from the planet! A fleet just jumped into the system. We have been instructed to take off and form a perimeter along with the other ships.”

 

“Turn the bloody thing off!” The sound died, and his head stopped throbbing. “We have? By whose orders?”

 

“The Taoiseach herself, Kate O’Malley.”

 

The Captain spit on the deck. “That is what I say to Kate O’Malley. We will obey her orders for now. Wake up the Wild Boy and the Mallow, tell them to meet us in orbit! Somebody wake up that pile of drunken sods out there and pour them into their birds. We might be going to battle boys!”

 

For all his bluster and drunken crew, Captain Lonergan’s ship the Inisfree was one of the most effective pirate ships. In the past, his clan had ruled Celtica for four generations. His cousin lost the throne to Kate O’Malley in a fair fight. Lonergan had to admit she had done much to help civilize the planet. Constant clan war took a heavy toll on the people. If only she weren’t a woman!

 

Commander Jordan updated the battle board as he saw clan Lonergan’s ships lift from the planet. He jumped in surprise when the hatch door slammed open, and the Taoiseach stepped through followed by her bodyguards. “What do we know?”

 

“Ma’am over half our ships are responding and are slowly forming the perimeter. The other half are missing crew or are still asleep.”

 

“Wake the lazy bastards up! Goddamnit, we won’t have a planet by the time those idiots wake up!” She looked at one of her people. “Lincoln! Get out there with some of our troops and force them to lift. Use our people if you have to. Just get it done.” Lincoln Hawk saluted and ran for the hatch.

 

“Ma’am, are you sure that using Hawk is a good idea? He can be a bit too over-the-top for some to deal with.”

 

Kate looked at the commander. “He gets the job done. What do you know about them? Any ship IDs yet?” She pointed to the fleet at the far corner of the screen.

 

“Our sensors say it’s four capital ships and a mess of smaller ones. The only planets close enough to come at us with that many ships is either Mars or the Empire. I can’t be totally sure. Most of this junk in here is left over from Interstellar War two.” He thumped the console with his fist.

 

Ignoring her officer’s comments. She studied the battle plot for a moment. “What is your best guess as to their identities?”

 

“Mine? It's the Empire of Man. Those wankers get their panties in a twist every decade or so. Last time they hit us like this we paid them off, and they went away. Those Imperial pricks have no backbone, but they do like money!”

 

Kate continued to stare at the battle plot barely listening to her commander. “This worries me. Send orders to all the schools and childcare facilities. I want them on lock down and start prepping the shelters. If this is an attack, let’s make sure we have something to rebuild with this time. Tell the shipyard to evacuate and get those workers planetside.”

 

Lights started to blink on the main console followed by the sound of a chime. Both pirates heads came up as they tracked the sound. Michaleen was on the communications station just staring at the blinking lights. He put on his headphones and listened carefully. “We are receiving a message on all frequencies. It’s addressed to you, Kate. They want to speak to Taoiseach Kate O’Malley.”

 

Kate stood and walked to the communications console controls and activated them. “This is Kate O’Malley. Who wants to know?”

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

“Ma’am we have the pirate planet in view.” I looked to the main viewer. Celtica’s main planet was pretty with visible extensive farm plots. In many ways, it was similar to my home planet of Hong Kong. A shipyard was in orbit around their lone celestial body. It was too abnormally shaped to be called a moon. It may have been an asteroid once. Celestial mechanics has never been my strong suit.  If I was interested, I’m sure Wilson can dig up the answer.

 

“There are ships leaving the planet.”

 

“Are they coming out to meet us?”

 

“No, Ma’am. They aren’t. They are forming a small perimeter.”

 

“Do we have ID’s on any of those ships?”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. Our computers have spotted five destroyers, several mine layers, ten converted freighters, and three cruisers.”

 

“Where did they get cruisers?”

 

The intelligence officer leaned in and just stared at the screen for a moment. Shaking her head, she looked at me. “Ma’am those ships are ancient! They appear to have been upgraded numerous times, but they are of Rus design from the first Interstellar War. Their IFF is blinking that they are the Mallow, Wild Boy, and Inisfree. Our systems are also reading their original names as well. The pirates either didn’t care or couldn’t shut them down. They were the Navarin, Sissoi Veliky, and the Tri Sviatitelia before the pirates got their hands on them. According to our records, those ships were recorded as being destroyed and scrapped following IS1.”

 

I stared at the plot. My ships could blow that pitiful little fleet out there into space dust. But we need those pirates and their ships intact if possible. “Communications, send a message to the planet. Address it to Taoiseach Kate O’Malley. Inform her we are only here to talk. Track those ships and be sure to update our records on them. The Rus are notorious for selling things they are not supposed to.”

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

 

 

“Who did you say that was?” Kate O’Malley just stared at the console in front of her in shock. The name Athena Lee was not what she was expecting to hear.

 

“She said her name was Admiral and Ambassador Athena Lee. She is here under a flag of truce and does not wish to fight us.”

 

“I heard that part. It was the fecking name I didn’t believe! Why is she here? The last time I saw that woman she was trying to kill me and mine! What fleet did she say they are?”

 

“Martian. If the sensors are right, it’s one of their newer fleets too. We don’t stand a chance against them.”

 

Kate cocked her head to one side and considered what she knew of Mars. Why would they have a Hong Kong officer in charge of one of their newer fleets? Something was off here. “Ask them why they are here?”

 

Michaleen sent the message and looked at his Taoiseach. She looked down at the little man and made a come on motion. He shrugged his shoulders, so she made the motion again. “Give it up!”

 

“Fine.” Resigned the little man handed his leader and commander his last bottle of whiskey from his back pocket.

 

Slugging down a portion of the bottle, Kate smiled back at him. “Here, take it back. That’s good stuff! If we survive this, we may be able to work a deal.” The man’s console beeped and then lit up with flashing lights.

 

“Ma’am, we are receiving a coded message from the Martian Fleet.”

 

“Well, what is it?”

 

“It’s in code, Ma’am.”

 

“Why did they do that? Did they send a key?”

 

“No… Ma’am, it’s in you personal code!”

 

“How?” Kate stared at the console in shock. How in the hell did they get her personal code?

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

“Good job Tree. How much did Wilson help you with that?”

 

The CATT sat on his haunches next to my chair and refused to answer. I heard in my ear, Wilson make a comment. “I think you hurt his feelings. He did that one all on his own.”

 

“I’m sorry Tree. Did the message get through?”

 

The CATT’s voice still gave me shivers. The deep voice grumbled out a response. “It did. I was about to crack their systems. They are using incredibly ancient equipment and not to its full capacity. They don’t have anything in space or on the ground that can hurt us.”

 

“Hopefully Kate can forgive and forget and work with us. We can use their help.”

 

“Excuse me, Ma’am? Why do we need them so badly? Those ships won’t make a dent in anything we have in space!”

 

I glanced at the feed the commander was looking at. I grabbed her and told her to follow me to the ready room.

 

“Sorry but some of this is for command ears only. We are hitting Earth soon and need whatever we can scrape together. Scum and pirates they may be, but Earth wants us all dead. They should be given a choice to go down fighting. They have a fleet, and we need ships. If anyone else asks that is all you will tell them, understood?”

 

The commander nodded that she understood.

 

“Look on the bright side. The Earthies may take them out for us.” She smiled at me.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

Kate pursed her lips at the message she received. She was more in shock that her personal code was now obsolete rather than the message itself.  “Commander Jordan. What do we know about the Empire? Did they just have a civil war? And are they in contact with Old Earth?”

 

“We intercepted a communication about a civil war, and Lonergan’s ships captured a freighter loaded with refugee’s that reported something about that. He may have learned more, but he didn’t report it. Want me to contact him?”

 

“Lonergan. I knew I should have taken out that whole clan. According to the message I just received, Old Earth sent a fleet and took down the Empire. That ship out there wants to talk about recognition of our system and a possible trade.”

 

“Really? Kate, why would they offer that?”

 

“It’s the cheese. Somewhere there is a trap. It would mean an end to lean months and starving children. Possibly better tech that helps our people rather than hurts us.” She stared at her oldest friend and most loyal commander. “Our days of raiding are coming to an end. You know it, and I know it. I have to think of our people. All of our people. Send a response. I will meet with them halfway to the planet. Contact Lonergan have him bring his flagship home and pick me up.”

 

“Lonergan? He hates you! At least let me call one of the other Captains.”

 

“No. I chose Lonergan for a reason. He’s bitter because his family lost the planet, but he knows I’ve done a way better job at improving our people’s lives. He needs to see firsthand what I do, or he will distrust me even more. Call him home.”

 

“You’re the boss. I still think you’re making a mistake.”

 

~~~~~~

 

 

“Athena, they say they will meet you. They set a location.” I looked at my console and at now had a blinking dot on it. I thanked the CATT.

 

“We will use one of the resupply freighters as a meeting spot. I want fighter patrols out. No one is to fire unless they are threatened first. We need these ships to survive.” I looked around the bridge to be sure everyone understood.

 

“Even though they are pirates, they are humans first. We need everyone on the same page when it comes to Earth and the clone army. Abigail, contact one of the supply ships and let's get this show on the road.”

 

~~~~~~

 

 

“Kate, they agree to your terms and say the meet will be on a freighter at this location.” Commander Jordan identified a point in space. He peered closer at his boss. She was the strongest woman he knew. “Boss, are you OK?”

 

“Sorry, this meeting has me on edge. The last time I ran into this woman I was trying to kill her. Now she is offering me peace with Mars. Too much irony for me to grasp. Is Lonergan on his way?”

 

“He is. You are mad to trust him. He will kill you and toss you out an airlock.”

 

“He won’t. You misunderstand the man. He has honor. That is about all he has. If I don’t include him, it will be worse for us. What is left of his family represents about fifteen percent of the planet. That is too many to discount. I’ll be fine. But, if something happens to me kill the son of a bitch!”

 

The commander laughed. There was the pirate he followed.

 

Several hours later Kate O’Malley and her protection team were safely ensconced on board the Inisfree. Personally, Kate didn’t like Captain Lonergan. But he had the three largest and strongest ships in the fleet. Exactly how he got them was still a secret, and he wasn’t saying.

 

“So Kate, what’s the plan here?” The man was smirking at her from across the room.

 

“It is just what I said. We will meet with the Martians. Not a lot of choice here Captain. They can blow this fleet away and then take the planet away from us. We don’t have anything that can stop them. I have a question for you.”

 

“What?”

 

“Did you know about the Civil War in the Empire?”

 

“Sure. Me and the boys took several of the so-called refugee ships. Lots of swag on those. Not just refugees. Rich merchants are fleeing with all the good stuff. I told my ships to target them. Profit in war and all that.”

 

“Did any of those merchants mention forces from Old Earth?”

 

“That fairy tale? I’d have to ask, but they may have mentioned it before we spaced them.”

 

“Damn it, Lonergan! That is why those ships are here. We can’t space survivors. It brings the fleets down on us.”

 

“Too many mouths to feed! You know how this works Kate! We are pirates, not nursemaids.”

 

“Then you better hope they aren’t here for you! What else have you heard about the goings on out there?” She waved at the wall.

 

“Fairy stories. First, the Empire went to war with itself. They started calling it the Earth Empire. Then my boyos started hearing about killer clones. Why people would paint their faces and attack people is beyond me?”

 

“Those are clowns. Clones mean something else entirely. Damn it, you need to pass on information!”

 

“We’re Pirates. What do we care about them?”

 

Kate just shook her head. “This is why I challenged your cousin. We can’t ignore the outside worlds. Not anymore. They have too many fleets. It’s not like the old days. Then they couldn’t find our planet. Now everyone can, it’s even listed on star maps!”

 

“But Kate we’re Pirates!” Kate held up her hand to silence him.

 

“I know this is your ship, Captain, but just get us there. We can talk about it all later. I’m bringing you along so don’t get your knickers in a twist.”

 

“And if It’s a trap? What then?”

 

“I’ll hide behind you and let them shoot you first.”

 

“Good. At least you understand. We should be there in a few minutes.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

 

 

It’s good to have people. Every arrangement was made for me, and the fleet was in position surrounding the Gilhooley. I asked about that one since the name was kind of strange. According to Abigail, names for merchantmen were selected by the owners. Those that the Navy used were taken from a pool of names. Our other ship was called the Donovan.

 

We were going to meet in the main cargo hold. Refreshments and a meeting space were already set up. The Marines with me didn’t approve and wanted the meeting to take place as they spaced the pirates.

 

“We can’t space the pirates, Dar. They have ships we need for the war. You know it and I know it.”

 

“Hon, you haven’t seen what we have. Usually, Marines are the first on a ship after pirates get done with it. They don’t leave much. Attacks in this sector of space are the worst. The local pirates have taken to spacing anyone that objects or doesn’t fit a slavery profile or market. We would rather shoot them.” She motioned to the other Marines.

 

“Dar I’m sorry you feel that way. We need peace with these people, you must understand that. We need every ship we can find for the Earth attack. Our plan is to destroy as much as we can once we jump in. If we survive that part, these people are experts at raiding and blowing stuff up. They can help. Every human is needed.”

 

Dar kissed me and muttered something as she walked away.

 

“What did she say, Wilson?” I knew he must have heard her. He hears everything.

 

“She said that Pirates aren’t really human and shouldn’t be called one.”

 

“Oh.” She did have a point, but as an Ambassador, I needed to think of the bigger picture. We needed them; they have ships. At the moment that was what was important. I headed up to the bridge of the ship; maybe they would know the pirate fleet status.

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

“Approach them very carefully.” That was the orders given to the helmsman on the Inisfree. Kate O’Malley could only watch the main plot as they approached the freighter. The huge capital ships loomed in the distance. Even the smallest ship could vaporize this relic Lonergan called his flagship. She hoped that they weren’t here to take over. She had just gotten those on the planet to trust her.

 

“Would you look at the size of that carrier?” The crew of the ship were not shy in their admiration of the shiny new Martian ships. Their cruiser was barely a third the size of the much newer ship.

 

“How many squadrons do you think she holds?”

 

“At least three. It’s not the only one. There is another carrier out here. If they have the newest strike-fighters, we are toast. Don’t make too many sudden moves around that ship.”

 

Kate could see the other carrier they were talking about on her plot. It was easy to see how small their fleet was when shown side-by-side with these modern ships. She just wanted to get this over.

 

 

~~~~

 

 

 

“Athena, the Pirate Taoiseach is en route. Her shuttle just left the Inisfree.” I told Wilson thank you. He was better than some aides. I alerted those in the hold to stand ready. I needed for this to come off without bloodshed.

 

“Dar please don’t shoot the pirates. For me?” She nodded her head. Emotions over this might be high, but Dar always did her duty. She stared at me for a long minute and then agreed. We truly did need them.

 

I left my improvised Ready Room and slowly made my way to the main hold. Wilson played the footage from the ship’s exterior cameras for me.

 

~~~~~

 

 

The shuttlecraft from the Inisfree felt older than the old Rus cruiser. It barely had interior gravity. “Where did you dig this thing up?”

 

“You don’t like my shuttle?”

 

“No, I don’t.” With each surge of power, the ship rattled like it was about to collapse.

 

“Believe it or not its new. The boys found it on an old passenger liner. Where they found it is more of the question. My techs say it predates the first Interstellar War. It may have even come from a colony ship.”

 

“It just feels old. You said it came from a passenger liner? What happened to the passengers on that liner?”

 

The ship’s captain didn’t answer and had a grim look on his face. “Damn you to hell, Peter! That is exactly why these ships might be here! How many?”

 

Peter rolled his eyes and thought for a moment. “About a thousand. We sold the young ones to one of the slave ships. The rest, well after the boys finished with them we spaced them. Kate, this is the business. You have done the same thing! We can barely feed our own people much less a bunch of niarth!”

 

“Why didn’t you ransom them? We used to do that in the old days.”

 

“Ransom? To who? Things have changed since you left and founded your little kingdom. The Empire doesn’t care about its people, and all of those niarth on that ship were running for their lives. The wealth on their backs was all there was! I follow the code.”

 

The damn code. Kate so wanted to change how things were run. Yes, she created a kingdom of her own and paid for it in blood and tears. It was all gone now. She learned a very valuable lesson from the whole thing. Never trust a politician. They lie. The tone of the loud engines changed, and she could feel them straining to adjust to different gravities. It was almost time.

 

“Ready the boarding party. We are almost there. No weapons. I will gut the one who violates this flag of truce. Parley is one of the oldest rules of the code. Understood?” The members of the crew nodded or yelled their encouragement. We live by the code, and we die by the damned code!

 

The engines finally stopped with a loud rattling thump that shook the entire ship. A bolt worked its way loose and landed on Kate’s head. She looked up and stared at the new hole. “Fix that before I come back!” She pointed up at the hole.

 

She looked at her escort. Her guards looked sharp in their uniforms. Captain Lonergan’s men were dirty and dressed in ragged clothing. They were true pirates.

 

The shuttle door creaked open with a kick from a crewman. “All ashore that’s going ashore.”

 

Kate rolled her eyes at the shuttle crew’s antics. Peter would pick the oldest most decrepit shuttle he had. She peered through the door and could see Marines in full dress uniforms backed up by ones in full combat gear. There was a message there. Play nice, or we will come down hard.

 

“Let’s get this over with.” Following the tradition that no Captain did anything that he wouldn’t ask his crew to do, Kate stepped out first. Peter came second, followed by the guards for both of them. Kate gained a measure of respect from the whole party. If it were a trap, she would have died first.

 

Doubting this was a trap she strode forward toward the party of Naval officers she could see ahead. Strange sounding pipe music came from overhead as she approached. She had read about it, but never experienced it before.

 

The party of officers meeting her were an interesting mix. A tall and imposing Marine Captain led the party. On either side of her was a Commander and a Flag Lieutenant. Kate assumed the meeting would take place inside. The Marine gave her a once over and glared at Captain Lonergan and his crew.

 

“Taoiseach, welcome to the Gilhooley. My name is Captain Dar. The Admiral wishes for you and your party to meet her inside. Please leave any weapons here.” Dar pointed to the table to her right. “My men will take care of them and not allow them to wander.”

 

Kate eyed the table. If they wanted her dead, she would be dead. She pulled out a pair of stilettos and a boot knife and laid them on the table. She started to leave but found the big Marine watching her. Sighing she reached into her bodice and pulled out a stun grenade. “Happy?” Dar waved her over to the side.

 

Peter Lonergan eyed the table with distrust and anger. Not really wanting to die he began pulling knives, small guns, grenades, and brass knuckles from inside his clothing. It was surprising he didn’t clank when he walked. The rest of the Pirates followed their captains and shed all their weapons. Dar glared at the last man. He had a wooden leg and walked with a cane.

 

“Sir, if you please.” She pointed at the man’s leg.

 

“You can’t have me leg!”

 

Peter rolled his eyes. “Jacques! Go back to the shuttle, now!”

 

Jacques stumped back to the ship and closed the door. Dar smiled and inclined her head.

 

Kate leaned in to Peter and asked. “What did he have in there?”

 

“Pulse cannon in the leg and a power sword in the cane. Jacques is a terror in a fight.”

 

The door opened, and they were ushered into the main hold by Captain Dar. The hold was empty except for tables, chairs, what looked like a cantina unit, and a short blond woman wearing an Admiral’s uniform.

 

“Welcome, Taoiseach O’Malley. Please have a seat, we have a great deal to discuss.”

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

Kate O’Malley just stared at me in shock. I guess she honestly didn't believe it was me. She appeared to shake herself and took a seat directly across from me. Her companions spread out to the other tables. The tall man with her sat to her left across from me.

 

“It’s been a long time since Beck’s Refuge, Captain O’Malley. We assumed you survived the loss of your fleet.”

 

Kate was quiet for a moment. I hoped she wasn’t plotting revenge against me for the loss of her crews. In war, people die.

 

“You are that engineering lieutenant, correct?”

 

“I was. The James Cook was our ship. We encountered your fleet attempting to capture one of the lost colonies.”

 

“Yes, whatever happened to the Governor of New Reno? I still have a bone to pick with him.”

 

“I think he’s dead. I can check if you like.”

 

“That won’t be necessary. Why are we here?”

 

“Right to the point. How refreshing. Right. So have you heard about the civil war that touched off a year ago in the Empire?”

 

The man to Kate’s left spoke. “I heard about it. The people I spoke to said it was folks from Old Earth that started it. Are you here to tell us fairy stories? I don’t understand why you…” He never got to finish his thought before Kate’s fist nailed him in the head.

 

“Shut up ya Wanker! Who is the boss here?” The Captain’s men all stood down and yelled ‘Kate!’

 

“Ignore him. I know a little about the war.”

 

“Good. The people that started it were a secret society that intended to control the Empire and turn it over to the UN and Earth. Many of the governors were members. Including your old friend in New Reno.”

 

Kate cocked her head to one side. “That makes a certain amount of sense. Some of those governors were big operators. Drugs, prostitution, and slaves were more of their game. Go on.”

 

I skipped the whole clone army thing. “Earth showed up and instead of taking over they attacked the Empire. They now control Capital planet.”

 

Kate made a keep going motion with her hand.

 

“They aren’t like we are. Earth created clones, and they intend to take and hold every colony. They are killing every regular human they can catch. They used nukes on populated cities.” The vid screens behind me lit up, and images of the attacks including the massive fleet filled the screen.

 

“We intend to attack Earth directly. That fleet is in the middle of the Empire at the moment. They are not resupplying from the planet, but from fleets. We intend to hit them at the source.”

 

“Why come to us?”

 

“Our agents have discovered that Earth’s home fleet will be escorting the supply fleet the next time they move. We intend to jump in when they leave and take out their shipyards and supply areas. We want your fleet to join us.”

 

Kate looked at the man sitting next to her, and they both began to laugh. They and all their men practically rolled on the floor. They were gasping for breath when they stopped laughing. Neither I nor anyone sitting on my side of the room was laughing.

 

“You can’t be serious! Why do you want us of all people?”

 

“Because once they are finished with us, they will come for you too.” I pointed to the screen over my head. The vid from inside the Zeta extermination units began to play. To become a pirate, you have to harden yourself to see a great deal of death and torture. What played on the screen was far worse than what Pirates would do. Some of the pirates stared in utter fascination. Kate looked at it for a moment, then looked away.

 

“That is what is in store for the Empire. The ships from Earth have already done that to over ten million humans. They want to rid the universe of us. During the attack, they dropped nukes on cities and massacred fleeing civilians. We need to strike at them and hurt them. They have not built or farmed anything yet. All their supplies come from Earth. We need to slow them down. To do that, we need ships. You have a fleet. We want it. Simple as that.”

 

Kate leaned back in her chair. “You’re serious?”

 

I nodded at her.

 

“What do we get out of it?”

 

“Other than the joy of helping us and saving humanity? We are going to be busy hitting a technological planet and taking out everything in space. We thought you might like to raid a planet.”

 

“For real? I mean you will let us do that?”

 

“Of course. The more damage you do, the more it will slow them down for us. Time to build more ships to fight them. We have a fleet being put together on the sly. We intend to hit them in less than two weeks. My grandmother, Primus Dorr of Mars, told me to tell you that she will open trade with Celtica and recognize you as a colony world. I, as the Ambassador of Hong Kong, cannot guarantee that the other members of the Alliance will do the same. I will try.”

 

I could see Kate O’Malley freeze. Wilson had told me of her efforts to modernize the planet. The open trade would let her succeed.

 

The Taoiseach and the group she was with all began yelling at each other at once. They were speaking a pidgin of Welsh, English, and French to each other. I could barely keep up as Wilson began translating for me.

 

“Trade Peter! Open trade with Mars! So much we could do for the planet. We need to take the deal.”

 

“Deal? That’s not a deal, that is a death mission! Attack old Earth? How? So they have a fleet. So what? It’s impossible to coordinate that many ships at once. It’s a cluster-feck is what they have.”

 

“When was the last time you got to raid a planet? How about a planet NO pirate has every hit before?”

 

I needed to jump in. Using Wilson I started to speak. “Kate, we have a way to keep the fleet together in the jump. Total freedom to raid the planet. I can even show you where Ireland is if you like. How would you like to have stuff from where your people came from?”

 

The pirates all froze. They were not used to others speaking their language to them. Kate looked at me and nodded. “Deal!”

 

Chapter 14

 

 

 

Herding cats might be a good way of describing organizing the pirate fleet.

 

A chance to loot a world with no repercussions? Ancient, decrepit, and barely functioning pirate ships were lifting all across the planet. Some had not been seen for over a century.

 

“What the tally up to now?” I was back on my flagship in the command center. On this ship, the Admiral had their own systems and controls. The bridge was far too busy to deal with Admirals.

 

“Insanity if you really want to know. Anyone with a ship wants in on this raid. So far we have four carriers, a battleship, four cruisers, twenty-five destroyers, more frigates than we can count, along with converted freighters, luxury ships, liners, and what I swear is a colony ship out there.”

 

“A colony ship? Which one?” I peered at the screen. It resembled a poorly organized history parade. Hundreds of small ships filled the area around the planet.

 

“IFF says it’s Marcus’s Revenge. Records obtained from your friend Sam say it was launched from Earth in the second wave and promptly disappeared. That would make it at least a hundred and fifty years old. I’m surprised it even flies!”

 

“What’s the Taoiseach say about all this?”

 

“So far nothing. I think she’s in shock. Even we didn’t know that Celtica could put up this many ships.”

 

“It’s a chance at Earth that is drawing them. A great many of them won’t make the first jump.” Part of my still winced at the thought of jumping in a rickety old spaceship. “Keep me informed if something really surprising shows up.”

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

“How many ships are out there?” Kate felt faint.

 

“We aren’t sure. I contacted the Martians and asked them. They gave me a running total, but it keeps changing. The last count was around two hundred. I had no idea this many ships were even here!”

 

“Where did the battleship come from?”

 

“It’s the Lament. The Murphy clan found it on a moon shortly after the second Interstellar War. They fixed it up enough to fly and brought it here. I knew about it, but the last time I saw it they were using it as a farm house! It had horses and cows in the cargo bays. Wanna bet it still smells like a farm?”

 

“That’s insane. Where are they all coming from?”

 

“We’ve been salvaging a long time Kate. Many of those are heirloom ships. Retired former pirates have been keeping the engines hot as a project. This is a golden chance for many people. One last epic score. Hell, it’s a free pass from the Martians to go for it!”

 

“It almost sounds too good to be true. There has to be a catch somewhere!”

 

“Kate, you’re not going with them are you?” Commander Jordan looked over at his boss.

 

“No, I’m not. Reluctantly, I’m putting Peter Lonergan in charge. He has the most recent experience and his three cruisers are in the best shape. Someone has to stay here to rule the planet. I’m keeping the Ganuaile II here with me. It, along with the fighter wings, should be able to protect the planet. I want you to go with Lincoln Hawk on the Revenge. Before you complain, I know he’s a nightmare to work with. But, he has the only heavy cruiser worth a damn in the whole fleet. If any ship is to survive this, it will be the Revenge.”

 

“Do you really think it will get that bad?”

 

“They aren’t telling us something. I suspect that many of these won’t be back. Hell, you know our people. Some of those old timers just want to go out in a blaze of glory!”

 

“That, I can believe. I will suck it up and play nice with Hawk. I might have to kill him though.”

 

“At least make it look like an accident. His crew is pretty loyal for pirates.” She looked at her officer and laughed. He looked like a fish with his mouth open.

 

“I’m a Pirate Queen, I can be just as ruthless as you are.”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

 

Captain Lonergan now Commodore Lonergan was happy. He finally had his wish: to be in charge of a massive raid! Even he had no idea that there were this many ships on the planet.

 

“Do we have any order to them all yet, Danny?”

 

“Sort of? The big ships are all clustering around the Lament and Marcus’s Revenge. They have formed up into a semblance of a fleet. I’m in contact with a Captain Kurns over there who swears that he once served in the Sultan’s Navy. While I think he’s lying, he does know how to organize a fleet.”

 

“The Sultan? Damn, wasn’t that the name of the guy that started the First Interstellar War?”

 

“Yeah, that was like over a hundred years ago. This ship we’re on dates from around then. He has to be lying.”

 

“Make it clear to him that I am the one giving the orders. See if he can get some of the smaller units organized. I need to shuttle over to the Martian flagship. They claim they have a way to communicate in jump.”

 

“How?”

 

“No idea. Has to be some Martian doohickey. That is something to steal if it works.”

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

 

We finally got the pirates organized into a cohesive unit. Commodore Lonegan came on board to pick up the Doohickey as he called it. We call it a CATT.

 

“No! I’m not taking one of those evil, unnatural beasts on my ship. Not going to happen.”

 

I sighed. “If you don’t take the CATT with you, we can’t communicate when the raid starts! As I explained before, the CATTs can communicate in real time. We are only going to punch one hole through the defense wall. When we do, we will send you the coordinates. That will be the signal to jump. You will only get the coordinates if you take the CATT.”

 

The pirate looked as though he wanted to argue. “Commodore look. We can take down a section of the shield. Without us, you are welcome to try but why do the work when we will do it for you? After that, go crazy. Leave human ships alone, meaning us. Everything else is fair game. We can give you a few hints and we have old maps of where countries were before colonization. This will let you find Ireland. It’s our understanding that most of the planet is wide open, completely undefended. Take the CATT. His name is Edward.”

 

“Fine. What does it eat?”

 

“It’s a robot they don’t eat. He is a thinking being with rights. Treat him like you would any visitor. He can help.”

 

The pirate glared at Edward. The CATT stared at me for a moment and then pretended to sleep. “He’s not very happy with you. Edward said that if he loses another body, he will blame you.”

 

I hate internal conversations. “Wilson, tell Edward that I don’t care. I needed a volunteer and he said OK.”

 

“Commodore just take the CATT. Now, come over here and look at the star map.” I led the pirate over to the master plot.

 

Several hours later I sat wrapped in Dar’s arms in our quarters. “Is it me or are the pirates just that dumb?”

 

“It’s not you. I had a look at some of that intel that Wilson pulled out of their computers.” Dar shook her head. “They are even more messed up than my home world is. According to their own records the UN just dumped them here and left with the ship. They left Earth with over forty-thousand people. It was a forced settlement. They lost over half in transit. I think only your buddy Sam had a worse landing. At least these people didn’t have dinosaurs. I don’t feel all that sorry for them. They have been at constant war with each other for a century. Clan vs Clan until that Martian ship came upon them. They then tried to spread their war out to the stars. Piracy kept them fed. But now all they do is kill and steal. That Commodore Lonegan is one of the worse.” She snuggled down closer to me.

 

“Kate O’Malley is smart. Smarter than we give her credit. She knows we didn’t tell her the odds or the fact that we could time this wrong and all die. She’s letting us take the malcontents.” I gently rubbed Dar’s shoulders.

 

“Yeah. I thought it was something like that. That Commodore was a bit of an idiot. He’s all slash and bash. It should be a very interesting attack, provided we all get there in one piece.”

 

“I’ll get us there, never fear. Grandmother promised to have the barrier system down so we can go. What we don’t know is how long it will stay down. From what I’ve seen of Earth’s tech, those stations are the best they have to offer. I suspect that once they are gone, they cannot be replaced. Wilson informed us that Junior said the Earth supply fleet leaves tomorrow. We will give them time to jump and we will hit them.”

 

“Did the other Allies send ships?”

 

I felt myself wince. “Sort of. As we expected, the Rus sector declined. All they really have are a couple of converted mine-layers and fuglies. New Texas sent their only ship of the line, the Texas. Don’t get too excited about it. It is a battleship, but it’s left over from IS1. Where they got, it is a big mystery that no one is talking about. It has been gutted and rebuilt from the keel out but it’s never been tested. At least not in battle. Minerva sent half the new fleet. It’s a risk but even she understands what happens if Earth gets any sort of edge.”

 

“That was smart of Min. Besides, who is going to stop her? She controls the entire military.”

 

“True. My sister is a force to be reckoned with. Counting the pirates, we have several hundred ships for this little adventure. However, I’m not counting the pirates. I expect to lose about a quarter of those ships during the first jump, they just don’t have the legs for it. The rest? Call it cannon fodder for the planet. The clones on Mars swear that most of the installations on Earth are unguarded but they are only techs and not soldiers. We won’t know until the attack.”

 

Dar stood and reached down to pull me up. “Come on then. Let’s get a good night's sleep so we can attack in the morning.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

 

 

 

“Does everyone have the coordinates?”

 

“Yes, Admiral. The pirate fleet claims they are ready.”

 

“Then send the signal to jump!” I crossed my fingers and my toes. This was going to be a big one.

 

Tree and Bee sent signals of their own. Ships in New Texas, Hong Kong, and Martian space jumped at the signal.

 

 

 

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

“Amalie, Athena and the ships are making their first jump.”

 

“Thank you, Bellona. Signal first Fleet and tell them to break through.” Amalie Dorr, Primus of Mars stared up at the plot in the command center. This attack would either prolong or shorten the war. First, they had to make a hole.

 

Mars has always had the power to get through the inclusion zone around Earth. It was just an application of extreme firepower. What held them back was the expense of it. They had always assumed that Earth was technologically more advanced than the rest of the galaxy. Breaking through is one thing. Being destroyed shortly after is another. However, the clone prisoners told Martian command the real truth. Earth lost that tech edge a full century ago! They could barely do the upkeep on the platforms and space stations. The Martian first fleet was exactly that, the first ones built. They were old and mostly useless. Good only for picket duty or light escorts. Fitting them with robotic controls was easy.

 

~~~~~

 

 

 “Number two, station 425 alpha is under attack!”

 

“Do we know by who, Number four?” Number two was the Gen-Mod in charge of crop and food production for both the planet and the expeditionary force.

 

“Sensors only say they are being repeatedly attacked.” Number two cocked his head in consideration.

 

“Contact number one. That station is in sector twenty-five. Could this be a probing attack to test our defenses?”

 

 “I’m not the strategist that he is but it could be. Shall I alert the Alphas?”

 

“Wait for number one.” Number two bowed his head. The shield around Earth was his responsibility. The loss of even one of the stations was a serious blow. Only laser platforms were available to fill the gap. Inventory had very few of them left according to records.

 

All the lights in the room began to flash. “The Program calls.” Number two and four made their way to the throne room. Number one, three, five, and six were already there.

 

“Number four what is the status of the forts in sector twenty-five?”

 

“Sensors show that the main fort has been attacked, and it is now offline. The laser platforms are continuing to attack and are reporting they destroyed over twenty individual craft. But the attacks are still ongoing.”

 

“Do we know what fleet it is?”

 

“No. Here let me show you.” He touched a few buttons and the large vid screen lit up. The stations could be seen as well as the platforms. The attacking ships only showed as white blobs of color.

 

“Why does it look like that?”

 

“It’s some sort of virus. The Gammas are working on it but it has infected the entire system. Normally in a case such as this, one solution is to isolate the system and then purge the information to burn it out. We can’t do that here. No parts exist for those stations. The last spare parts were used fifty standard years ago.”

 

“Where did the virus come from?”

 

“It attacked our systems shortly after the first ships returned from Imperial space. We believe that it was infecting the ship…” The rooms lights began to blink. Lines of computer code and a strange language began to run across the screens. All six ‘prophets’ bowed their heads and pulled up the communication screens. They all stared at the screen for a moment.

 

“Forget about the virus. The Program has spoken. Keep one squadron here to protect the planet, activate all defenses, send what reinforcements we have to plug the breech and lock the base down. No matter what this is, The Program must survive it.”

 

“Understood Number one.”

 

All across the planet alarms began to ring. Alphas and Deltas put on armor and climbed into spacecraft. The Home fleet was absent, they were on a secret mission. Somehow the enemy knew this and was here! They would do their duty. Human Sapes or slaves as they called themselves heard the commotion and looked to the skies. Was this the end or just the beginning?

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

The ship lurched tossing everything on the desk to the floor. I blinked and shook my head. What the hell what that? This ship was equipped with the latest in jump engines. “Bridge, this is Admiral Lee. What the hell was that?”

 

“Ma’am, engineering reports that the jump engine overloaded at the moment of emergence and shut down. Everyone is a bit shook up but there doesn’t appear to be any damage.”

 

“Have them check everything and repair what they can. If they need help, I can go down there. Don’t forget I am an engineer.”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. I will inform them of that. The rest of the fleet is jumping in. We may need you up here.”

 

“Nice save Commander. I’m on my way.” I smiled at my team who were picking up fallen items. “OK, time to get rolling. Let’s go see how many pirates survived the trip.”

 

The Admiral’s quarters were on the same deck as the Captain’s. That was helpful in getting to the bridge in a hurry.

 

The crew was scurrying in every direction as I stepped onto the bridge. My team took up positions at the door and near the escape pods. “Report!”

 

“Admiral. So far all our ships are accounted for. The New Texas delegation and the ships from Hong Kong have arrived. The pirates jumped in shortly after we did. That is what the problem is. Over half the smaller ships didn’t make it. The really small ones parked on the liners and converted carriers. But the mid-sized ones had to take their chances. Just about everyone is yelling at each other on all frequencies over there.”

 

I grimaced. This was exactly what grandmother, and I had discussed. I shook my head in disgust. “Bee and Tree can you start shutting them down? Do it one frequency at a time. Wilson will coordinate.”

 

I patted a puzzled Abigale on the shoulder. “It’s fine. We will fix it.”

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

“It’s the fecking Martians fault I tell you! How did we lose so many! try to get them on the screen!” Commodore Lonegan was screaming at his crew for the thousandth time. The jump was longer and more strenuous than many of them had ever done. The pirates only made very short hops or attacked nearby ships under impulse speed.

 

“Sir, I can’t get through to them. All our surviving ships are on all the frequencies yelling at each other. Comms are jammed.”

 

“Damn that bitch to hell! Kate was right. Curse her black soul. She said it was too good to be true. How many did we lose?”

 

The first mate looked up from his station at his Captain. “Sir, we lost about half the smaller raiders and almost all the converted freighters. Most of them hadn’t jumped in years. They may have translated back to Celtica and never made the jump. But I expect they are lost to us forever.”

 

Scowling Lonegan cursed again. “Good riddance to most of those wankers! What about the big ships? Did the Carriers survive?”

 

“Yes, Sir. All have reported in. Many of the small ships like the pinnaces and runabouts joined up with them so we still have some small fighters. The Lament made it, along with the liners. Losing our attack force would have sucked.”

 

“Aye, it would have. Good work. Now get that bitch on the screen again!”

 

Edward the CATT took that as an order and uncurled from under the Captain’s chair. He jumped up into the chair and made himself comfortable. Pretending to groom himself he smiled inwardly at the pirates antics. Stupid humans.

 

“Commodore if I may. I can contact the Admiral for you. If you like.”

 

“Who the fecking hell said that?” Lonegan spotted the CATT in his chair and yelled at his crew. “Get that fecking thing out of my chair and space it!”

 

The first pirate to grab at Edward found himself on the deck writhing in pain. The second man pulled back a stump. His bloody hand lay on the deck neatly severed by razor-sharp claws.

 

“Did I need to say please? Those were just lessons by the way. I can do more if you like. But, I think you need these… gentlemen to fly this hunk of junk.”

 

Lonegan stared at the black CATT in his chair. “Fine. Get her on the screen, please. And get out of my chair!”

 

The CATT remained in the chair. The main vid-screen lit up showing the bridge of the Martian Carrier Sydney. The Martian Admiral stepped into view and addressed them.  “Commodore Lonegan, good. I see your ship made the jump. As soon as basic repairs are made, we are heading into Earth space. If you check your plot, you can see the wreckage and a few older ships to starboard. That is what is left of the Martian first fleet. They sacrificed themselves to punch a hole we can use. So far no protectors have shown up.”

 

Lonegan had been about to scream at the woman in front of him but now he stared in shock at the broken and shattered ships floating in space. He could see at least three battleships and dozens of fighters. There was more power there than what he had brought with him.  “What destroyed them?”

 

“Earth has space stations and laser platforms surrounding all of their claimed space. Any ship or asteroid that attempts to breach the zone is fired upon by multiple stations. It took a while, but we took down two stations and over a dozen platforms. The way to Earth is now clear.”

 

“Did they send a response?” Lonegan always worried about responding fighters or whatever. They were the bane of piracy.

 

“Our sensors have detected a flight of fighters on the way. Don’t worry, our strike fighters will take care of them. I’m sending you the plan we have put together. We will take out the shipyards and any space stations. The rest is yours. Raid the planet to your heart’s content. Be advised that we intend to strike fast. We will stay no longer than twenty-four hours. If your ship's miss the exit window they are on their own. Understand?”

 

Lonegan squinted at the battle plan on his barely functioning console. “Why are we leaving so fast?”

 

“Earth actually does have a guard fleet. At the moment they are escorting a supply fleet to Imperial space. They are coming back. Our intel suggests they are the fastest ships in their arsenal. We want to be gone when they come home.”

 

Lonegan’s eyes got very big at that point. “How many ships are we talking about?”

 

“We aren’t completely sure. At least fifty. The package they were to deliver was very fragile, so it was our understanding they were sending the whole fleet. We didn’t lie to your Taoiseach. This really is a raid. We just have to be fast. Tell your people not to worry. We will protect you if they return early. Now, my people tell me the comms are back up and everyone has calmed down a bit. Have them make ready for we are moving out at max impulse in an hour.” The Admiral signed out, and the screen went dark.

 

“Sir?”

 

Lonegan waved him off. He leaned back in the communications chair and covered his eyes with one hand. What have I done? He muttered to himself. Did Kate know?

 

“Sir? It’s kind of urgent.”

 

“What?”

 

“The Ravager has lost its impulse engines. They are dead in space.”

 

“Damn it! Do they still have life support?”

 

“Captain Middleton swears his internal system is shipshape. He said the problem is on the outside. The jump was too much for the system and it shorted out. They have generators and interior power centers. It was a liner after all.”

 

“Middleton? Which Captain is he?” It was hard to remember a single pirate on a planet full of pirates.

 

“Short, wooden leg, red hair, he always has that big Axe on his shoulder? He’s the one that told your cousin we should change our profession to Space Vikings.”

 

“I remember him. He was the one Mick took a leg from. With his own Axe, right?”

 

“That’s the one.”

 

Lonegan snorted. “Tell Captain Middleton we will take him under tow. If he makes it back he can petition Kate to get his ship back.”

 

“Good one, Captain! What do you want a Liner for?” Under pirate law, any ship taken under tow was the property of the one doing the towing. Regardless of who was on it at the time.

 

“Not a damn thing. But half our ground troops are on that thing. What use is raiding a planet if we can’t land?”

 

 

Chapter 16

 

 

 

Our fleet came together and headed off to Earth space without a hitch. The Pirates had issues, but the Commodore solved them without too many deaths. According to Edward, they have a set of traditions that double as rules governing their society. I tasked the CATT with acquiring a set of these regulations. It would make future negotiations much easier. A half-dozen Earth fighters did respond to the second station going down, but our strike fighters took them out before they even reached the fleet. The fact they only sent six against us proved the intel right. Earth had to be mostly undefended!

 

“What do the scouts say?” I was staring at the plot as it was updated. Stations, shipyards, and orbital farms continued to pop up on my screens.

 

“Admiral, they have only detected less than ten ships in Earth orbit.”

 

“What classes? Are they a threat to the fleet?”

 

“So far all they have seen are transport vessels and a few scattered fighters. Three destroyer class ships are orbiting the local moon. They seem to be stationary over a military outpost or settlement of some kind. We are picking up more defense platforms but the station security is either non-existent, or the tech is too old for us to get a read on.”

 

“Excellent! That jives with what our prisoners have told us. The base on the moon is a training facility. Mark it and anything near it as a prime target. The same goes for any shipyard or manufacturing facility. Leave the orbital farms and habitats for the Pirates. What is their status? Do we know?”

 

“They managed to settle whatever problems that were plaguing them. According to our engineers, the problems were mostly that they had not used the jump engines in years. Most had so much carbon buildup they were surprised they didn’t blow themselves up.”

 

“That may have been what happened to some of the missing ships.”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. All of their assault forces did survive the jump.”

 

“Good. Once we engage the orbital defenses, turn them loose. Be sure you send them a highlighted list of targets. We can’t control them, but we can use them. I just don’t want them interfering with our targets.”

 

“Will they be that effective?”

 

“Think about it, Commander. Several thousand heavily armed raiders are running around killing, looting, and burning on your planet. Unlike a military strike, they won’t have any idea of our objectives. It should make the defenders a bit crazy. They won’t know what to defend. Our intel source told us there are at least five divisions of Delta Clone troops down there. Most likely much more. I like the idea of them running around chasing pirates.”

 

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

“Captain, I mean Commodore. That Captain Middleton is raising a heck of a fuss with the other captains! He won’t shut the hell up about us towing him in.”

 

“I knew we should have spaced him when we had the chance. Call the other captains back and quote the Code to them. Tell our ground commander on the Ravager to take the Captain with the troops when they land. The Martians just gave us a list of targets. It looks like they are leaving us three orbital habitats and a farm. Who in the hell puts a farm in space? That bitch of an Admiral pointed out where the motherland is. Think of it. Ireland! We get to set foot on the old sod!”

 

“Captain is there anything of worth there? You know the boyos will want to raid.”

 

“They sent us a map. There are several settlements and this area here looks industrial. Prime pickings if you ask me. I’m sending the Black Sun troop ship to this location here.” He pointed at the screen. “It was once called Washington. It has lots of ancient ruins and a couple of pointy things that should be easy to spot from the air. According to the Martians, there is a big computer center and military based nearby. They claim they will hit it from space to loosen it up.”

 

“You could be sending them into a trap!”

 

“Eh, it is the Murphy clan. Who cares about those wankers? It gets them out of me hair. So what if a few of them don’t make it back? That’s half the fun of raiding.”

 

“Sir the Martians are starting their attack!” The Commodore and his second stepped over to the main screen to watch. The large Capital ships began firing at the ships in orbit. Large meteors began to rain down on Earth.

 

“Whoa, check out the firepower of those battleships!”

 

 

~~~~

 

 

 

Captain Poole braced himself. This would be the first time in over a hundred years that the NTS Texas would fire its guns in anger. This ship was his baby. It had been his grandfather who found it sitting on a moon in the badlands powered down and covered in dust. For many on his planet, the First Interstellar War was ancient history. Most civilians didn’t have a clue as to what started it or even who fought whom. History was a favorite of Socrates. It may have stemmed from his parents sticking an ancient Greek name on him. Sometimes he just had to know the answer to things.

 

The war started when the UN and Earth went dark. The mad scramble from various colony worlds and governments to claim unattended or empty territory touched off a war. At first, there was no clear enemy. Worlds began to band together to share resources and build up their forces. The former Empire of Man evolved from this conflict. In the twenty years that the war raged hundreds of ships were built. Most were supposed to have been destroyed or scrapped. Just looking at the Pirate fleet anyone could see that lie. The Texas was of similar providence.

 

When Socrates’s grandfather found it just sitting there on a forgotten moon, he didn’t tell a soul. According to the ship’s records, it was the Goeben. It was the greatest achievement of the short-lived Germanic Republic. On its maiden voyage, it was away on trials when the system was raided and captured by the fledgling Imperial Navy. If it had been there, things might have gone differently. Its logs recorded a final message to hide the ship and not allow the Empire access to it. History assumed it was destroyed in battle or foundered during the trials. Of the crew, there was no trace. New Texas was an Imperial planet when it was founded. A member of Texas Forever, a rebel organization, the elder Poole had kept the ship hidden away.

 

The space station in the Texas’s sights was the oldest and largest in the galaxy. “Target locked, the ship is ready for action, Sir.”

 

“Commander Brisco you may fire as your guns bear.”

 

“Thank you, Captain. Open fire!” The commander gave the order to the main gun batteries to fire. The Texas had manual firing stations that allowed for the three massive turrets to fire independently of each other. During the refit, attempts had been made to secure replacement guns for the ship. However, none could be found or even ordered that would fit. No one had a big enough foundry anymore.

 

The nine massive laser cannons opened fire on the Earth Station. Due to their size and distance, the Station was unable to return effective fire. Only its torpedoes had any chance of hitting the battleship.

 

Three salvos were all that was needed to destroy the station keeping engines and blast the station into three large pieces. Captain Poole could only smile as the three large chunks of the station began to descend into the atmosphere.

 

“Sir, a message from the Flag! The Admiral says job well done. We are to proceed to the moon and assist with taking out the bases there.”

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

 

Things were following the plan so far. I’m not a perfect strategist but I have access to those who are or were with the help of Wilson. He can contact my sister, grandmother, or even raid digital libraries for things to help me. I’m making do. Earth orbit was now littered with debris as two stations and a shipyard met their doom. Large chunks of the destroyed stations were starting to rain down on the planet. It was time to turn the pirates loose.

 

“Communications, contact Commodore Lonegan and turn his pirates loose.”

 

I swear I’ve either read too much pirate fiction or Wilson has been subliminally influencing me again. All I could hear in my head was. “Avast ye scurvy dogs! There’s lootin’ to be had!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

 

“Admiral, our sensors just picked up a jump trace!”

 

I reached for my tablet and pulled up the star map. “Could it be a messenger from Mars?” I looked at Bee and Tree. Both CATTs shook their heads at me.

 

“Bellona says no ships.”

 

“If it’s the enemy, do we have an ETA?”

 

“Yes, Admiral. Navigation estimates one hour at top speed. If it’s one of ours, it will be here a little earlier.”

 

“Understood. Start the recall. We need to be on our way out when they get here, or it will be all over.” I leaned back in my chair and sighed. We had been in Earth orbit for about twelve hours. The current count was two shipyards and three large space stations. The lunar base was a blackened wreckage filled the hole. Three aimed asteroids were tossed at it in kinetic strikes. The same could be said for a metal processing plant in what Wilson said was China. Several obvious military bases also took direct hits from the fleet. Earth only launched one flight of starfighters in defense of the planet, and they were blown up rather quickly by the Silver Valkyries from my own planet. We owned the skies above Earth. The pirates took out an additional two space stations and a large orbital farm. It made me wonder about the pirates who landed. How were they faring?

 

I signaled Commander Tasman. “Have the pirate's been notified to return to their ships?”

 

“We told them, but most aren’t listening. They landed all over the place. Most not even in the same general area. At last count, they set down over ten thousand individual raiders.”

 

“Wow, that many? Impressive.”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. It might have been if they concentrated their forces. Instead, they bounced around willy-nilly attacking strange things.”

 

“Strange things?”

 

“Yes, we had a report from one of our starfighters. A pirate drop ship landed next to a giant metal antenna in what our maps say is France? The city was nothing but ruins but they came off the ship shooting and set the place on fire.” I started to chuckle at that.

 

“They are pirates.”

 

“But do they have to be dumb pirates? Another group of ships dropped into that military base the Texas pasted. As soon as the ships landed, they were attacked on all sides by armed military. The dumb-asses didn’t bother to see if we got them all before landing. They were wiped out. Our fighters then had to shoot down the dropships. The clones boarded and tried to attack us with them.” She just shook his head.

 

“What of Commodore Lonegan, how did he fare?”

 

“He landed in Ireland. I think you told him to do that?” She looked expectantly at me.

 

“Yes, I was trying to convince him to go along with this raid. His ancestors were Irish.”

 

“So, they landed a group near a large manufacturing plant. They didn’t find what they expected. Here we have a vid of it. The commodore has political ambitions now. He was recording to boost himself up back home.”

 

The small vid screen next to my desk lit up. It surprised me for a moment; I was expecting the larger one. I glanced at the Commander. She grimaced. “It is a bit on the graphic side. I didn’t think the girls would have liked it.”

 

The screen came to life with a shot of the commodore stepping off the ship with a large group of pirates. Lonegan waxed poetically about blights and nasty factories contaminating the ‘old sod’ as he put it. The camera switched to a very sloppy assault that brought forth chuckles from my guards and Dar. Pirates do not charge into battle well. They were unprepared for the locked door and fell all over each other getting it open. Inside they immediately encountered a misshapen Clone trooper in a black cloak firing a laser rifle at them.

 

I sat up in my chair and paused the vid. “Was that a Zeta?”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. It was. The commodore ran across one of their processing plants.”

 

“I’m not going to like this am I?”

 

Abigail just shook her head. I pushed the button to continue. The vid came back on with the pirates killing the Zeta and venturing deeper into the facility. I was sickened along with the commodore and his men as they explored the Zeta processing plant. The images were not any different than those from Capital.

 

I looked expectantly at the commander. “He tossed his cookies for about ten minutes. They exited through the loading docks and came across the holding pens. Some of his men tried to help the detainees, but were attacked.”

 

“Believe me when I say I sympathize with the humans down there, but we cannot help them. Your Primus and I agonized over this very subject. We knew they had plants like this. Something similar happened in the Empire. One of the pockets of resistance fighters raided one of the Zeta units. They tried to free the humans in the pens and were killed by those they tried to help. The clones have it down to a science. Starve them until all humanity is gone. Anyone who tries to help is ripped to pieces for food. We have to stop them out there. So this doesn’t happen to our people.” I pointed at the star map. “Did Lonegan answer the recall?”

 

“Not yet. We lost track of him after Ireland. They scattered and went looking for places to raid elsewhere.”

 

“try to find him. We need to leave, and I promised Kate I wouldn’t just leave them here. Do we know any more about what is coming?”

 

“Not sure Ma’am. Our sensors have picked up multiple ships, but they seem to be using stealth systems similar to that of the Imperials.”

 

“Damn. Have our ships start forming battle lines and prep the fighters; this could get nasty.” The commander rushed off to take care of the work I dumped on her.

 

“Wilson sent a message.” I looked down at my feet. Bee and Tree were staring up at me.

 

“What did you say?”

 

“Wilson, Junior sent a message that the fleet was returning. He said that Earth sent word of the attack and the ships turned around and launched at max speed. The system was jammed so he could not get the word out right away. They suspect a spy and are tearing the station apart looking for one. He is safe for now.”

 

“OK, send him my thanks. Better late than never.” I called up the battle plot and began making plans.

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

“Commodore, the Martians just sent us a recall order.” The bosun ducked to avoid glancing laser fire. They had been looting a storehouse when several dozen black-clad troops showed up.

 

“What did you say?” Commodore Lonegan was pinned down along with a group of his crew shooting at clone soldiers. So nice of the Martians to not tell them about the clones or the fact that they were fecking everywhere!

 

“The Martians sent word for us to return to the ships. Enemy ships are returning, and we need to get the frigging hell out of here!”

 

Lonegan cursed as he fired at the clones again. He waved at his men. “Back to the ship! Time to get out of here!” Many of his men looked relieved; this had most definitely not been the raid of the century for them. That factory was the worse!

 

The clone commander didn’t like his prey escaping, so he ordered his men to flank the pirates. The dropship sat at the center of a wheat field. The stalks of grain were still smoking where the fires from the landing burned. The two pilots stood guard on the ramp smoking. Not being trained for ground combat they failed to see their attackers. A small squad of Delta warriors gutted the pilots and hid the bodies inside.

 

Lonegan was panting when he could finally see the ship. He leaned heavily against a farm machine. Ducking, he checked his ammunition levels. The running battle seemed like it had gone on for hours when it was only minutes. Seeing a clear path. he motioned to the crew, and they began to run through the field toward the ship. Their pursuers continued to fire at the fleeing pirates.

 

“Fire up the engines and let's get the flaming hell out of here!” Lonegan felt like he was on his last breath as he nearly collapsed on the ramp of the ship. His bosun and half the fighters ran into the ship to rearm and start takeoff procedures. Their screams soon joined the sounds of battle as the clones closed in. Lonegan tried crawling off the side of the ramp to escape as his men were cut down where they stood by the enemy fire. With his eyes bulging and face red, he screamed as the clones dragged him into the ship. He could hear them laughing as sounds like knives being sharpened echoed into his ears.

 

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

The returning Earth fleet was larger than usual. Protecting the Theta clones was their primary duty during transit. Every available ship had been sent along with any birthing supplies needed. The future of the program had been in their hands. The message from Earth had shocked the Alpha commanders on board. Who would dare to attack Earth? How did they know it was vulnerable? The ships were unloaded with haste and maxed their engines to return.

 

“Sir. Transmissions from the Program have stopped.”

 

Alpha 537 turned away from his console and stared at the Gamma. “Protocol states that if attacked they are to seal the base and lock down. Communications are supposed to be blacked out.”

 

“Yes, Sir. We should be within sight of Earth in twenty minutes.” The Alpha waved him away.

 

Looking at the Zeta sitting at the table Alpha 537 motioned toward the bridge. “Do we even have an Earth to go back to?”

 

The Zeta’s eyes widened. “Careful. Talk like that will get you a visit from me. The Program has contingency plans for things such as this. There is always a plan, never fear. My suggestion is to activate battle stations. They may have scouts out.”

 

The Alpha inclined his head to the Zeta and walked out to the bridge to order it. The Zeta just sat and stared at the star chart on the wall. So much to do, so little time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

 

 

Sirens were echoing across the entire allied fleet. I stared at the ships on the battle plot. The enemy was here, and we were out of position! The Pirates were still lifting from the planet. Commodore Lonegan had disappeared, and none of the pirate captains were willing to step into the position yet.

 

“How many pirate drop ships do we have left to pick up?”

 

“We aren’t sure. There is a half-dozen lifting now. We don’t have any communications over there.”

 

I looked down at Bee. “Is Edward still over on Lonegan’s ship? Can he find us, someone, to take over?” The CATT nodded and stared off into nothing.

 

“Edward says most of the crew went below with the Commodore and have not returned. He thinks there is a pirate in the brig who might be able to take command.”

 

“Tell him to get him. Break him out if he has too.”

 

I shook my head. Damn pirates. The battle plot was flashing red; I could see the enemy fleet closing. They were almost in range of our newest weapons. “Abigail, tell the fleet the pirates are on their own. Everyone needs to come about and prepare to engage the Earthies. If we can make a path, I want all ships to jump out as soon as possible. Send orders to that effect please.”

 

Very slowly our line of battle formed. The newer ships created a wall protecting the older ships. The Pirates were scattered along the rear and in theory, would protect us. My Martian ships were armed with the new Lind Missile systems. The system used computer algorithms to calculate the possible movements of the enemy ships. They could outmaneuver almost any ship. I ordered our ships to fire as soon as we were in range.

 

The ship shuddered for just a moment. “Commander, launch the fighters. Tell them to concentrate of disabling as many of those ships as possible.”

 

The commander gave the order but also gave me a funny look. I told her, “It’s more expensive to repair a ship than build a new one. They don’t have a shipyard anymore. They will use up all their spares fixing these ships and not be able to help the ones near us. Just hitting them in the logistics.”

 

“Inform the battleships I want broadsides just as soon as the guns bear.” This was going to get very nasty.

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

Edward the CATT knew the old pirate cruiser fairly well. The crew pretty much ignored him; they were used to him now. The brig was aft of the galley near the engine room. It usually had a guard, but the man had gone with Lonegan to the surface. All the cells save one were empty. Inside the last cell was Captain Middleton. The Commodore had locked him up after he protested against the code too much. His father was one of the keepers of the rules and had always said they were more like guidelines than laws.

 

“Do you wish out of here?” The captain thought he might be dreaming and stared at the cup in front of him. What was in that brew?

 

“Did you hear me?”

 

The red-headed man looked around and finally spotted the black cat by the cell door. “Are you talking to me?”

 

“Do you see anyone else around?” The captain stared into his cup again. That was some good stuff! He needed about a bucket of it next time.

 

“Stop looking into your cup and answer the question! I’m not a figment of your imagination. Yes, I know I’m a cat. Now, do you want out of here?”

 

The captain nodded to the cat.

 

“Good. Then I have a deal for you. I will get you out if you assume command of the pirate fleet. Lonegan is either dead or missing. He never came back to the ship. The Earth fleet is attacking, and orders to fight have been given. My mistress wishes for your ships to escape but she needs the Earthies knocked out so we can all jump.” The ship shuddered as something exploded outside the ship.

 

“Your mistress?” The older man was still wondering if it was the drink talking.

 

“Yes, Admiral Lee, the Martian Commander. She is the one that sent me here to be the liaison with Lonegan.”

 

“You really are real?”

 

“Really? Do you want out or not? Either take command or die with the rest of the pirates when the Earth ships break through.”

 

“Get me out. I will send the orders!”

 

Lasers shot from the CATT’s eyes cutting through the bars of the cell. Captain Mason Middleton was free!

 

“Come on Mr. Cat. We have a fleet to save.” The older man stumped past Edward at a running hop, his wooden log thumping on the deck.

 

“My name is Edward.”  

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

I gripped the table as another explosion rippled across the ship. We were taking a pounding! The Earth ships were targeting the newer ships with missiles and primary laser weapons. The Martian shields were barely stopping the barrage.

 

“Admiral, the Texas reports they have broken through on the flank and are beginning to draw off some of the fire.”

 

“Order them to jump back to the rendezvous point! We can hold a little longer!” The commander faltered and started to say something. “Damn it, Commander Tasman. Send the frakking order!”

 

The big carrier shook again, and we were all slammed to the deck as an explosion aft of us jerked the ship to the right suddenly. “Damage report! Send that order commander.”

 

The commander grabbed the communications officer and began sending the ‘bug out’ order. I grabbed my table and checked the damage report. One of the Earth missiles punched a hole through amidships destroying one of the storerooms for the galley.

 

The Texas jumped, as did the Martian cruiser Walkabout Creek. The HK Paney was hugging our left flank fending off stray missiles.

 

“Admiral, the Melbourne is in trouble!” I looked at the plot and could see the Sidney’s sister ship taking an even bigger pounding from two Earth cruisers and a battleship class ship. Before I could send help, the explosion blinded all our sensors! I squinted at the monitors as the big carrier exploded in the engine room cutting the ship into two pieces. The aft section was incinerated in a series of secondary explosions as the fusion tanks let go. The forward section tumbled end-over-end through space. I said a silent prayer to FSM that the crew made it to the life pods.

 

The three Earth ships turned and directed their fire toward my ship. The last ship in our group was the battleship Kakadu. It brought its guns around and began to fire on the two cruisers. “Abigail, send half our destroyers to protect the Kakadu!” That only left us five ships, but they should be enough to at least keep any fighters off us.

 

“Did any of the fighters survive the Melbourne?”

 

“Yes, Ma’am. We have three squadrons out there right now.”

 

“Tell them to concentrate fire on that enemy battleship.”

 

It was starting to get too hot out here!

 

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

“… and I’m telling you I’m in charge of this cluster-frak! According to the code any captain with seniority can take control of a raider force. I’m that captain, and this is a raider force! Now orders have been given. Draw the fire off the Martian fleet and take off! We will meet back at the rendezvous point.” The other pirate captains nodded and agreed. Better him than them. Captain Middleton leaned back in his new chair.

 

“Don’t pat yourself on the back yet. We still have to get out of here ourselves.”

 

“Are you doubting me Mr. Cat? I can get up our of here.”

 

“The name is Edward, as I have mentioned more than once now. Get us out of here then.”

 

Captain Middleton gave the orders and Commodore Lonegan’s former cruisers all began firing on the Earth battleship. The rest of the pirate fleet formed up and began firing on the Earth support ships as they got into position to jump out. Frantic drop ships were still ascending from the planet attempting to escape. A few of the smaller and more daring freighters were picking them up as quickly as possible but too many would be left behind.

 

~~~~~

 

Sudden incoming fire distracted the enemy battleship. The pirate fleet was finally engaging and jumping at the same time. The three ancient Rus cruisers concentrated their fire on the Earth battleship. The Kakadu got in a lucky hit and disabled the enemy battleship knocking out the engines.

 

“Tell Kakadu to jump along with its escort. We will stick it out with the pirates for now.” The commander nodded and sent the orders.

 

It was just us and the remnants of the Pirate fleet. I ordered our last five destroyers to take the Paney and jump, we would be right behind them. “Tell those fighter jocks to get back here, or they have to walk home!”

 

In ones and threes, the fighters began landing. The remaining Earth fleet finished reforming and started firing at us again. The Pirates were down to the three cruisers and the battleship Lament. “Tell those pirates to get the hell out of here!”

 

“Admiral, Captain Middleton reports that the Lament is too damaged to jump. They say the engines are too damaged even to attempt it.”

 

“Tell them to abandon ship, we can try and pick them up on the way out!” Damn this was getting expensive.

 

The main screen lit up with the head and shoulders of an older, scruffy looking red-headed man. “Admiral, get your ship out of here. I’ve got this.”

 

“Captain Middleton? I can’t do that, this fleet is my responsibility.”

 

“Blast that! Take those little girls of yours and live to fight another battle! This is the pirate way. Why take all the glory for yourself? We will see you on the other side. This is our fight now. Go.”

 

“You heard the man Abigail. Jump us out of here.”

 

I felt the ship tremble and then nothing. “What happened?”

 

“Engineering reports the jump engines failed. They are going to try it again.” I felt the ship tremble and jump as the engine engaged. My last sight of the battle was the three cruisers and battleship closing with the Earth fleet to engage directly. Then we jumped.

 

I rubbed my hands over my face. If that was what engaging the fleet in our own system was going to be like I didn’t want to be in command of it. “Estimated time to rendezvous?”

 

“Four hours, Admiral.” I nodded.

 

So very few of our smaller vessels had escaped. For some reason, the Earth ships targeted them first. We did not know the fate of Middleton’s ships. They might have made it out. We would find out when we got to our destination. We decided that jumping in close to Mars or any other nearby colony world would only draw trouble to us if the mission failed.

 

I didn’t want this. The rank of Admiral was a total surprise. I suspect that they will make me keep the rank now that our not-so-secret-mission is over and we succeeded. It’s ironic that pirates saved the day. The Gods are laughing today. This was just one battle in the war to come. It was going to get very bloody before it is all over.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don’t worry, Athena Lee and her whole crew will return for books 11 and 12 sometime in 2017.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I want to take time for a huge shout out to both the readers and the Fans of this series. You are the ones that got me here. You stuck by men as I learned to write better and faster. It’s because of Athena Lee that Agatha Blackmore was born. Without the skills that I learned from Athena the witch series may never have come about. So thanks!

 

I hope you enjoyed Book 10 -War to the knife. There will be an 11 and a 12. Look for those next year sometime. The same can be said for the next Tisiphone book (Athena Lee Universe). Coming up before the end of this year is Book 2 of the Federal Witch. I plan to start writing it in a few days. Wilson has a Christmas special coming out in November called Ghosts of Noodlemass past. Basically he gets to terrorize someone. Lots of fun there. 

 

Be sure to check the blog for Wilson Wednesday stories. Those will eventually transition to Fergus Fridays in honor of the pesky Unicorn. You can follow me of Facebook here. Or check out my author pages on Goodreads and on BookBub. 
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